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Chapter One
 
Michael Ashton beat the fire engines to his house by thirty seconds. Smoke poured from the kitchen window of the old Victorian as he jumped out of his car and ran up the walkway. His daughter's favorite teddy bear lay abandoned on the top step. Cups from a tea party were scattered across the welcome-home mat as if the participants had left in a big hurry, as if they had smelled smoke and run inside to see what was wrong.
His heart raced as he reached for the doorknob. Locked! He fumbled with his keys, swearing, sweating each second of delay. His children were inside. He had to get to them. The keys slipped out of his grasp and fell to the ground. He stepped backward, crushing a tiny pink teacup.
To hell with the keys. Panicked, he slammed his body against the door, forcing it open.
All he could think of were Lily and Rose, his six-year-old identical twin daughters. If anything happened to them, he would never forgive himself. They were all he had left.
"Please, God, let them be all right," he whispered as he entered the house. Smoke drifted through the hall and dining room, darkening the white walls, covering the hardwood floors with dust. "Lily! Rose!" he shouted as he moved toward the thickest area of smoke. "Where are you?"
The girls burst through the kitchen door, two whirling, smoky figures in blue jeans. Michael swept them into his arms, pressing their heads against his chest for one thankful second. "You're all right. You're all right," he muttered. "Let's get out of here." He ran toward the front door. Two firemen passed him on the steps.
"Anyone else inside?" one of them asked.
"Mrs. Polking, our nanny." Michael didn't stop moving until he reached the sidewalk. Then he set the girls down on the pavement and tried to catch his breath. Lily and Rose stared back at him.
They didn't appear to be hurt. Nor did they seem overly concerned about the fire. In fact, on closer inspection there was a light of excitement in Lily's dark eyes, and Rose looked guilty, so guilty that her gaze seemed fixed on the untied laces of her tennis shoes. At that, his panic began to fade.
He squatted in front of them so he could look directly into their eyes. Their long brown hair was a mess. Lily's pigtails were almost completely out. Rose still had one rubber band clinging desperately to a couple of strands of hair, while the rest swung free past her shoulders. There were no bumps or bruises on their small faces, no scratches to mar their tender skin, no sign of blood. "Are you hurt?" He ran his hand down Rose's arms, then did the same to Lily.
Lily shook her head, then Rose. Neither one said a word. Not even now. Not even in the midst of a crisis would they speak to him. Michael sighed, feeling the tear in his heart grow bigger. Since their mother, Angela, had died almost a year ago, the girls had refused to speak to him. No one had been able to tell him why. Thousands of dollars of family therapy had not helped him get to the root of their problem.
The doctors said the children, for whatever reason, didn't trust him. They were supposed to trust him. He was their father, their protector. He would die for them, but he couldn't seem to convince them of that fact.
"This is not my fault," a woman said from behind him.
Michael straightened as their nanny, Eleanor Polking, came down the steps, assisted by one of the firemen. Eleanor was a short, robust woman in her late fifties who carried an extra forty pounds.
"What the hell happened?" he asked.
"The girls set the kitchen on fire. That's what happened," Eleanor said in obvious distress.
She tried to push her hair away from her eyes, but the sweat from her forehead glued it in place. There was a wild light in her eyes. She looked as if she wanted to run as far away from them as possible, if she could just figure out an escape route. Michael had seen that expression before, on the faces of the four nannies who had previously served time in his home.
He glanced at Lily, then at Rose. They wouldn't look him in the eye. Damn.
"We were just making pasta, Mrs. Polking," Lily said defiantly, directing her explanation to the nanny. "Like Mama used to make."
"For our tea party. We didn't mean to cause a fire --" Rose darted a quick look at her father, then turned back to Mrs. Polking. "We didn't know you had to put water in the pot. When the pot got all red and smelled funny, we threw it in the trash."
Michael groaned. "Let me see your hands. Did you burn them?"
Lily and Rose held out their hands. Their pudgy little fingers were covered with streaks of red and green paint, but thankfully there were no burns.
"We used a hot pad, Mrs. Polking," Lily said, "just like you told us."
"Why were the girls alone in the kitchen?" he asked the nanny. "Don't I pay you to watch them?" 
"I was in the bathroom, cleaning the paint off my dress." Eleanor turned around, revealing a circle of green paint on her ample bottom. "Do you want to know how this happened?" she demanded, her anger matching his.
Michael sighed. "Not really, no."
"The girls painted the chair in my bedroom green."
He scowled at Lily and Rose. "You've had a busy day, haven't you?"
"Too busy for me," Eleanor declared. "This is the last straw. I'm leaving just as soon as I get my suitcase packed."
"Yay -- " Lily's spontaneous cheer ended with Michael's glare. "I mean, that's too bad, Mrs. Polking. Come on, Rose, let's look at the fire engine."
"You can't just leave, Mrs. Polking." He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "You agreed to stay the summer. I know the girls are difficult, but they just need a little extra attention."
"That's not all they need."
He ignored that comment. "I'm in the middle of a bid for a very big job. At least give me a week or two to make other arrangements."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Ashton," Eleanor said, not sounding a bit sorry. "The girls have made it clear that they want you."
"I can't work full-time and take care of the girls. I'm only one person."
Mrs. Polking softened just a bit. "I understand. That's why I took the liberty of making you a list of summer school programs. You'll find it on the credenza in the dining room."
"When did you decide to do that?"
"This morning, after the girls glued my shoes to the floor. Perhaps they'll do better in a more structured environment." Eleanor checked her watch. "It's not yet five. If you hurry you may be able to find one for Monday. Good luck," she said, turning away.
Good luck? Since when had he ever had good luck? His wife was dead. His children wouldn't speak to him. The demands of his job as an architect, combined with the responsibilities of being a single father, made him feel as if he were running around in circles, chasing after his tail like a foolish dog.
He had never imagined that his life would end up like this. As he stared at the house, he was thankful it hadn't burned down. The house had belonged to his in-laws, the De Lucas, for almost a hundred years, since they first emigrated from Italy in the late 1800s. More than a house, it was a symbol of tradition, of family, of responsibility, of loyalty, of everything that a man should be.
His father-in-law had told Michael he was worthy of this house, that he knew Michael would take care of his daughter, Angela. He had felt the burden of that generous gift every day of their marriage. The burden had doubled in weight after the birth of the twins, and tripled in weight upon Angela's death at the age of twenty-six.
He hadn't taken care of Angela as he had promised. But he still had the girls to raise. He still had a chance to give the De Lucas back some of the love and respect they had given him.
The sound of voices brought him back to reality. He looked up as the firemen left his house.
"The fire was limited to the stove and the trash can," one of the men said. "You have damage to the ceiling and walls from the smoke. The floor around the trash can is pretty beat up, but that's about it. Otherwise you're okay," He paused. "I hope you'll have a long talk with your kids about fire safety in the kitchen and elsewhere."
"Oh, don't worry, I intend to have a very long talk with them -- about a lot of things."
The fireman grinned. "They sure are cute kids. One of them called 911. Sounded calm as could be. Well, we're off."
"Thanks," Michael said.
"No problem. That's what we're here for."
As the fire engine left, Mrs. Polking returned to the house and Lily and Rose wandered back to Michael, obviously uneasy now that they were alone with him. Lily dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans and tried to look confident. Rose chewed on a piece of her hair, the way she always did when she was nervous. For a few moments Michael let them suffer in silence.
The more he looked at them, the more they reminded him of Angela. They were their mother's daughters, all right, same dark brown hair, same big brown eyes, same stubborn chin, same impetuous, spoiled nature.
Oh, they were cute all right, and dangerous, especially Lily. The older twin by two minutes, Lily was the leader. She was rambunctious, loud, and often clumsy, but she would defend her little sister to the death.
Rose was his sensitive, emotional child, quiet and introspective. She tried to do what was right more often than Lily, but loyalty to her sister always came before anything else.
Looking at them now, Michael wondered which one of them would crack first -- which one would finally break down and talk to him.
Sometimes he thought Lily would be the one, because once in a while she impulsively started to say something, then stopped. Other times he thought Rose might provide the breakthrough, with her guilty, apologetic smiles. Neither one spoke to him now.
"We have to talk about Mrs. Polking." Of course, he'd be talking and they'd be listening, but he couldn't let their behavior go unnoticed. "You know you're not supposed to touch the stove."
No answer. No explanation.
"Maybe if you tell me why you did it, I could understand." Michael tried to be patient.
Lily made some motions with her hand, mimicking eating.
"If you were hungry you should have asked Mrs. Polking to fix you something."
Lily shrugged. Rose smiled apologetically. They were getting nowhere fast.
"What you did was dangerous. This isn't like gluing Mrs. Polking's shoes to the floor, although I'm not happy about that either. You could have been hurt. Mrs. Polking could have been hurt. I know you wouldn't have wanted that."
Rose sniffed as she shook her head.
Lily put her arm around her sister to give her courage.
"Can you tell me why you're giving the baby-sitters such a hard time?"
No answer.
Lily whispered in Rose's ear, loud enough so Michael could hear her. "I have to go to the bathroom. Do you want to come with me?"
"Yes."
"Wait a second; we're not done."
Lily pointed to her pants. Rose too.
"Fine, go to the bathroom, but this isn't over."
With that the girls disappeared into the house.
He knew the bathroom plea was an excuse to get away from him. Maybe it was for the best. He needed time to think. He needed a cold beer. Hell, he needed a new life.
 
* * *
 
"I think Daddy's mad," Rose said, opening the bedroom door so she could peer into the hallway. She listened for angry footsteps, but heard only silence.
"Is he coming?" Lily asked.
"No."
"Good." Her sister let out a sigh of relief.
Rose closed the door and sat down on one of the twin beds. She pulled her legs underneath her and rested her chin in her hands. "Maybe we shouldn't have tried to cook the pasta."
"We didn't know it was going to catch on fire."
"And we shouldn't have painted the chair," she added, knowing they'd been really bad.
"We had to, or else Mrs. Polking wouldn't have left."
"He's just going to get someone else to watch us."
"Not if Mama comes back."
"I don't think she is coming back," she said with a sigh. "It's been so long."
"Yes, she is. She promised. Maybe we should look for her."
"We don't know where to look."
"We could go down by the boats, where Mama took us that day. Maybe she's there."
Rose shook her head, feeling her stomach turn over at the thought. She hadn't liked their trip to see the boats. She didn't even want to think about it. "We can't cross the street by ourselves, and we don't even know where the boats are."
"I bet I could find them," Lily said confidently.
"We're not going. Mama said she'd come back. We just have to wait for her."
Lily's eyes sparkled with a new idea. "Maybe Mariah can help us." She took the crystal ball off the dresser and set it on the bed between them. They'd gotten it a week ago for their sixth birthday, a present from their grandmother, Sophia. Inside the glazed blue glass were the head and shoulders of a beautiful lady with long blond hair, a glittery face, and a bright pink wizard's hat. Their grandmother said she had found the wizard in an antiques shop. She told them it had belonged to a little girl who swore it could make magic -- but only for people who believed in it.
Lily rubbed her hand over the top of the ball. 
A spark of light surprised her.  "What was that?" she asked, her eyes widening with alarm. She felt butterflies in her stomach, the kind that came whenever a new nanny arrived.
"I don't know. It didn't do that when I touched it yesterday," Lily said.
"Well, ask the question."
Lily rubbed her hand over the ball again, drawing another flash of light. "Mariah, we want to find our mother. Do you know where she is? Do you know where we should go to look for her?"
The lady's mouth began to move. Lily looked over at Rose in awe, "Did you see that?" she whispered.
Rose swallowed hard. She felt scared, but she wanted to hear the answer.
Mariah's voice came across, sounding as lovely as a melody. "For children who believe in me, school is just the place to be."
"What?" Lily asked in confusion.
"Go to school?" Rose repeated in doubt. She didn't want to go to school. It was summer, and they'd already done kindergarten.
"I'm going to ask her again. I don't think she heard me right." No matter how many times Lily asked the question, the crystal ball remained dark and Mariah remained silent. "Maybe the batteries are dead," Lily said as she turned the ball upside down.
"Where do the batteries go?" she asked.
"I don't know. I can't find anything."
"Maybe we should ask Daddy."
Lily rolled her eyes. "I don't think so."
"I didn't mean out loud," she said, although it was getting more difficult not to talk to him, especially when he was being nice or when he kissed her good night. But they'd promised their mother they could keep a secret, that they wouldn't speak to their dad again until she came home. She couldn't give up now. If she did, Mama might never come back.
"We'll try Mariah later," Lily said. "Maybe she needs to rest."
 
* * *
 
Michael stared at his waterlogged, smoke-filled kitchen in disgust. The cookbooks on the counter had been doused with water. The edges of the yellow-trimmed curtains that his mother-in-law had hung for them just after they moved into the house were charred around the edges. There were puddles on the floor with ashes floating like little boats in a murky river. What a mess -- just like his life.
He wished he had a magic wand that he could wave and everything would be all right again.  He didn't know why he kept hoping for a miracle. He'd said enough unanswered prayers to know that magic and miracles did not exist.
He took off his suit coat and tossed it over the chair at the breakfast room table. Loosening the knot in his tie, he rolled up the sleeves to his elbows. Wading through a couple of inches of dirty water, he made his way to the refrigerator and opened the door. The inside was dark. Apparently the firemen had turned off the electricity, but the beers were still cold. Thank God!
He pulled out a can and opened it. One draught went a long way toward easing some of his frustration. As he took another sip he walked into the dining room, eager to get away from the kitchen disaster. That's when he saw the list of summer schools Mrs. Polking had left on the credenza. He reached for the paper, but his foot caught on the carpet and he stumbled, spilling beer all over everything.
"Damn." He shook the beer off the top of the paper, but the ink smeared and only one of the school names remained legible. "Happy Hollow School -- summer school programs, kindergarten through second grade," he read aloud. The school was in North Beach, just a mile away. Maybe he could convince the twins' grandmother to take the girls after school until he could find another baby-sitter.
Of course, he didn't have much credit left with the family. The girls had terrorized their aunt, uncle, and grandparents long before they'd started in on the nannies. And he hated to ask Sophia to baby-sit. She usually spent her afternoons at De Luca's, helping her husband, Vincent, and her son, Frank, run the family restaurant.
School was the best answer, at least until he could find another nanny. With any luck the teachers at Happy Hollow would be tough enough to take anything his girls could dish out.


Chapter Two 
 
"You've got to be strong, you've got to be bold ..."
"I've got to be stupid," Joanna Wingate muttered, adding her own lyrics to the music that blasted through the aerobics class at the San Francisco Health Club. Sweat dripped down her neck and between her shoulder blades as she tried to keep up with the class.
She glared at the mirror, not just at the sight of herself in leggings and a tank top, but at the image of her sixty-two-year-old mother beside her. Caroline Wingate, decked out in white yoga pants and a hot pink top was kicking her thin legs almost as high as their instructor, a twenty- something blond goddess named Elise.
Sandwiched in between their sleek figures, Joanna felt like a clumsy elephant. Although she wasn't fat by anyone's standards, she was not a lean, mean fighting machine. No, she was a  twenty-nine-year-old teaching assistant at Stanford University working on her Ph.D. in American history -- and she was tired.
She had spent nine months supporting her father during a futile struggle with lung cancer that he'd lost two months earlier. She'd given up her apartment, her job, and her boyfriend -- actually, he'd given her up -- to help her mother take care of her father. She'd lost just about everything in her life during the past year except the extra ten pounds she'd gained sitting by her father's bedside.
Her mother, of course, had not gained an ounce. Caroline's stress had led to days of wanting nothing more than a bowl of soup and a cup of tea. Her mother found comfort in classical music and long walks on the treadmill. Joanna found comfort in chocolate-covered strawberries -- make that chocolate-covered anything.
"Let's go now, ladies. Follow me." Elise pranced around the room, leading something akin to a conga line. Joanna reluctantly joined in behind her mother, who didn't even appear to be sweating.
But then Caroline Wingate never perspired. A petite ash blonde, with a hairstyle that never went limp, Caroline was the exact opposite of her daughter. Joanna had long, curly brown hair that drifted past her shoulders and always looked a bit wild, full breasts, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
As the conga line neared the doorway, she dashed out and collapsed against the wall outside, rubbing the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. A minute later she was joined by her longtime friend, Nora Garvey, a plump redhead who was working off the lingering weight of her second pregnancy,
"Are you okay?" Nora asked.
"I need oxygen." She bent over, placing her hands on her knees.
Nora laughed and patted Joanna on the back. "Shall I call 911?"
"Just shoot me and put me out of my misery."
"You've got to be strong, you've got to be tough," Nora teased.
"I've got to be crazy for letting my mother talk me into this."
Nora leaned against the wall. "Your mother is amazing. She doesn't look a day over forty. She's in great shape."
"Tell me about it." Straightening, she walked over to the water fountain and took a drink. Then she stepped aside so Nora could take a turn.
The fitness club, which was popular with the downtown San Francisco work crowd, was filling up, although Friday nights tended to be slower than the rest of the week. Most people probably had dates, she thought with sigh. She picked up a complimentary towel and wiped the sweat off her face.
She was not only out of shape, she was also out of sorts. Bored, restless, frustrated were only a few of the words that came to mind whenever someone asked her how she felt. Of course, she didn't express those words aloud. She simply said she was fine and kept her private anguish to herself, a trait she had learned early on from her mother. Caroline didn't confide in anyone, and to a certain extent Joanna didn't either. The only one who had even an inkling of the misery she had been in since her boyfriend dumped her and her father died was Nora.
As Nora turned away from the drinking fountain, Joanna tossed her a towel, Nora missed, and the towel landed at the feet of an incredibly tall and muscular man. He picked up the towel and handed it back to Joanna as she stared at him in amazement.
Good Lord, the man's muscles were huge. His round, bulging pecs glistened with sweat or some kind of body oil. He wore a tight tank top and a pair of small shorts that emphasized his other bulges. He was the most incredible specimen of a male she had ever seen. Pure brawn.
Nora cleared her throat, and Joanna realized she was staring.
"Uh, thanks," Joanna said.
His eyes drifted over her body. She hadn't had a man look at her that way in quite some time. She wondered what she would do if he asked her out.
Nora would say go for it. A new man was just what she needed to take her mind off her problems. But this man was not her type. She dated intellectuals, thin men with glasses and faraway looks and hair that needed cutting and clothes that needed fitting. This man didn't need clothes, period. Maybe she ought to expand her horizons.
"Why don't you give me a call?" he said.
"Maybe," Joanna prevaricated.
The man reached into a tiny pocket in the back of his shorts and pulled out a card. "I could whip you into shape in no time," he said with a smile as he continued down the hall with an arrogant swagger.
She looked at the card. "Hawk Cunningham, personal trainer. I guess he didn't want my body after all."
"He wanted your body all right."
"Yeah, as a before picture. Now I'm thoroughly depressed."
"Don't be," Nora said. "Personally I've never liked a man who has bigger breasts than I do."
She laughed. "True.  But I'm not sure what my type is anymore.  I thought it was David, but that obviously didn't work out." In the past five years she'd dated a variety of men. One had been too short, the other too tall; one too studious, another too boring; one talked incessantly about global warming and another had spent one very long dinner hour describing the different types of bacteria she was putting into her mouth with each bite of food. She'd thought she'd hit the jackpot when she'd met David Richardson, a professor of English literature at Stanford. Unfortunately he'd turned out to be as big a jerk as the rest of them.
"David was an idiot.  And he wasn't for you."
"I thought he was."
"No, you picked him because he was safe, just like the others. You knew exactly what you would get. It was a no-risk situation.  You're not very adventurous when it comes to men."
"What do you want me to do -- date an ax murderer?"
"I want you to date an interesting, exciting man, not some scrawny professor who cares more about his research than his girlfriend, and thinks having a good time is spending the evening at the library."
"I like the library," Joanna protested.
"You might like a few other things, too, if you ever gave them a chance."
"Like what?"
"Like sex."
"I've had sex.  And it's nice but not exactly earth-shattering."
Nora laughed. "Then you haven't had good sex."
"Oh, please, are you going to tell me you see fireworks, that the room spin arounds in dizzying delight, and you think you'll die from the passion?" 
Nora smiled somewhat smugly. "I'm not going to tell you anything, except this. If you find yourself the right man, I guarantee all those things will happen."
"Yeah, and I believe in magic, too," Joanna said.
Actually she wanted to believe in love and magic. Unfortunately reality kept slapping her in the face. "I think it's time to go back into the torture chamber." She motioned toward the aerobics room.
"My muscles are still burning," Nora complained.
"I think that's the point."
"Your mom seems to be doing well these days," Nora commented as they glanced into the aerobics class, where the group was dancing to a new beat, "At least on the outside."
"She likes to stay busy. It keeps her mind off the fact that my dad is gone."
"You're lucky to have a mother like her. She's always been your best friend, one of the girls. You wouldn't catch my mother in an aerobics class to save her life."
"Your mother is wonderful, always baking cookies and pies and decorating your house for every holiday," Joanna said wistfully. "My mother hasn't cooked a Christmas turkey in twenty years."
"We always want what we don't have."
"I guess." As an only child Joanna hadn't wanted for much. She had been the focus of her mother's life. They had done everything together -- gone to the ballet, art museums, and the symphony. She had accompanied her parents on trips to Europe and the South Pacific. She'd been incredibly fortunate. The only thing she'd ever lacked was a little space for herself.
Since she'd given up her apartment and since her father had died, things had gotten worse. Her mother wanted to do everything with her. As if on cue, Caroline appeared in the doorway.
"Joanna, there you are," she scolded, shaking her finger, "You need to cool down or your muscles will tighten up. Come walk with me."
"Too late. My muscles are on a coffee break," she said, retreating against the wall. "I can't move until they come back."
"Really, Joanna." Caroline smiled at Nora. "I love your haircut. I'm thinking of doing something different with my hair, something more cool," she said with a self-conscious smile. "That is the right word, isn't it?"
Nora laughed. "You are the coolest, Mrs. Wingate. I go to Capelli's down on Union Street."
"Mm-mm, I may have to try them." Caroline patted her hair, which she had worn in the same style for the past twenty years. "Do they do manicures? I'd love to get one. And a pedicure would be heaven. I'll call them on Monday. We can make a day of it," Caroline said, gaining enthusiasm. "What do you think, Joanna?"
She smiled faintly. Her mother seemed to be on a quest to find something new to do each day. She never wanted to just be home. "I'm not sure what my plans are for Monday or next week for that matter." The summer was looming ahead of her and she needed to do more than just keep her mother company.
"Actually, I wanted to talk to you about your summer plans," Nora interrupted. "One of the teachers at Happy Hollow School is having a difficult pregnancy, and her doctor wants her to go to bed for six weeks. The summer session starts Monday and, well, we're desperate for a first grade teacher.  I thought of you."
She looked at Nora in amazement. "Seriously?" 
"Yes. You love kids, Joanna. And you're an experienced teacher."
"For eighteen-year-olds, not six-year-olds."
Nora waved a hand. "Oh, there's hardly any difference. The lesson plans are done. You just have to follow the schedule."
The offer was tempting. She needed to do something different for a few months.  Since her father's death, she'd lost interest in her life and her old goals.  Her thesis on the structure of family throughout American history no longer held any interest for her.  She had several hundred pages and tons of photographs, but she just couldn't find the heart to finish it, especially since her own family had been shattered.
"What do you say?" Nora asked. "It's only six weeks, and you'll love the summer program. We do a unit on gardening, and the children plant their own vegetable garden. We also cook. You love to cook."
"It does sound like fun," she admitted.  "And not that long either."
"But what about that trip to Hawaii we were planning," her mother asked. "And the line dancing class?  You said you'd sign up with me."
She didn't want to learn line dancing or go to Hawaii. She also didn't want to hurt her mother's feelings. "You can do those things without me," she said.
"It wouldn't be the same without you."
She hesitated. Her mother was still grieving. Was it fair to leave her alone every day? But it had been two months, and she simply could not continue to spend every second with her mother. She needed time for herself -- a chance to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. One thing she'd learned from watching her father die was that life was far too short, and she'd already wasted too much of it.
"I'm sorry, maybe I shouldn't have brought this up," Nora said apologetically. 
"No, I'm glad you did," she said. "I've been feeling restless.  Maybe this job will help me figure things out."
"I don't understand," her mother interrupted. "Why take a preschool job now?  What about your Ph.D.? You've worked so hard, and you're so close. How can you even consider taking a part-time job when you could be working on your thesis?"
"I can't do it right now. My mind is blank. Sometimes I don't know why I started it in the first place." She rested her palms against the wall, taking pleasure in the feel of the cool plaster beneath her fingertips. "The last time I spoke to Dad, he told me he didn't regret anything he had done in his life, only the things he hadn't done, because he was too afraid to take a risk or too busy to take the time. He told me not to make the same mistake, to dream, to reach for the stars, to grab on to something and make it mine."
Her mother looked at her as if she'd lost her mind, but then Caroline was not a dreamer. She was a doer. She got up in the morning, looked at her calendar, and followed her schedule. At night she sat down and planned the next day. Her life was a series of little things, and they seemed to keep her happy.
"Joanna, it's only natural that you feel empty, but you'll get back in the swing of things."
"Mom, please, at least let me think about it."
"Fine, I'm going to cool down." Caroline returned to the aerobics class, her shoulders stiff, her head erect.
"Sorry," Nora said with a sympathetic glance. "I didn't realize your mom had so many plans."
"My mother always has plans."
"They sound fun. Hawaii would be great."
"I've been to Hawaii. I'd rather spend time looking for an apartment."
"You're tired of the luxurious Bellarmine Towers?"
"I'm tired of living on the eighteenth floor. I want a garden and a deck. I want to look up at the trees and the sky instead of down at traffic jams."
"But you're so close to everything, the theater, great restaurants, shopping."
"I want dirt under my feet, land, trees, a view of something that isn't concrete. I want to walk out my front door and not look at an elevator panel." She shook her head, feeling her frustration boil to the surface.
"Then come and work at the school, Joanna. I can guarantee you a ground floor classroom, lots of sunshine, and plenty of dirt. It's only for six weeks. Just think, you can fill their little minds with history."
"I'll do it," she said impulsively.
"Good. You'll love the kids. First grade is an adorable age." 
 
* * *
 
Bloodcurdling screams did not sound adorable, Joanna decided as she walked out of the teachers' lounge on Monday morning. The school was a long one-story building with the office in the center and two hallways leading to the classrooms in each wing.
Joanna spied Nora standing behind the reception desk, apparently oblivious to the racket.
"Is something wrong?" Joanna asked. 
"What?" Nora looked up, her mind still focused on the papers in front of her. She was a veteran of eight years in the elementary school trenches and didn't exhibit any of the signs of nervousness that Joanna had experienced since she woke up that morning.
"The screaming," she said as a fresh burst of wailing rang through the open front door.
"Oh. That's just the sound of first day jitters." 
"Really?" Joanna walked across the hall and looked out the front door.
Two identical twin girls were clinging to a tall dark-haired man. Their clothes were completely mismatched. One wore jeans, a T-shirt, and different colored socks; the other wore a long-sleeved dress that would have her sweating in the summer sunshine before noon. Their hair was falling out of rubber bands, made worse by the rapid shaking of their heads every time their father told them to go into the school.
"Looks like it was a tough morning," Joanna said.
Nora joined her at the front door. "Oh, my. Where did he come from -- the cover of GQ?"
"It looks like it." The man on the street wasn't just attractive, he was gorgeous.  Taller than average, he was athletically built, with dark curly hair a shade too long for his fine Italian suit. His tie was a daring shade of red, a contradiction to the conservative gray of his coat and pants.
This man would look good in a boardroom, surrounded by other power suits, but she doubted he could be more appealing than he was right now, with a crooked tie, a large wet spot on his jacket, and a doll poking out of his pocket. There was something about a man with his children that tugged at Joanna's heart.
"Those two are obviously running the show," Nora commented.
"Maybe we should help."
"Let's give him a chance.  It's better in the long run to have the parents and children separate on their own." Nora nudged Joanna with her arm. "But you know all about that, don't you -- Miss College Professor."
"We don't have to worry about separation anxiety with eighteen-year-olds." Joanna shook her head. "I must have been crazy to take this job.  I don't know how to teach little kids."
"It's not that hard. Besides, you're the most educated person I know."
"Educated in history, not six-year-olds." Joanna winced at a particularly shrill shriek. "They do eventually stop screaming, don't they?"
"If you're lucky. Relax. This job will be good for you. You said you were tired of your thesis, tired of spending all your time reading about dead people. This is real life, kiddo. If you can handle six-year-olds, you can handle anything."
"Right." Joanna moved closer to the door so she could hear the conversation going on outside.
"We talked about this," the man said, squatting in front of the girls. "You have to go to school today because you made Mrs. Polking leave, and I don't have anyone to watch you."
The two girls crossed their arms at the exact same moment and tilted their chins in the air like warriors going into battle. One girl shook her head so hard, her ponytail fell out. She looked down at the rubber band on the sidewalk and began to cry.
"It's okay, Rose," the man said. "I'll fix it." He grabbed the rubber band and roughly pulled her hair into it. The little girl cried louder.
"I wonder where their mother is," Joanna said quietly.
"Probably at work or home sick. I've never seen them before. They must have just signed up. I think they're in your class. I saw twins on the list. Their names are like flowers. Lily and Rose, I think."
"How sweet."
Nora laughed. "They look anything but sweet."
Joanna reluctantly had to agree as one of the girls took off running down the street.
"Come back here, Lily," the man said.
Lily stopped ten yards away from him and pointed in another direction.
"We're not going home," he said. "I told you, I have to go to work so I can make money to buy you clothes and toys and food. Okay? Now, listen, if you go to school, I'll buy you a big pizza at Grandpa's restaurant and we'll rent a movie tonight."
The girl standing next to him stopped crying. He turned to her in relief. "All right, Rose?"
Rose pointed toward home.
"How about a triple-fudge sundae after dinner?" the man tried again. "And we'll go to the zoo on Saturday. You love the zoo."
"He might end up giving them the house before he's through," Nora said with a chuckle.
"You are bad," she replied as Rose ran to join her sister. She felt sorry for their father. He looked like a nice guy who was completely at his wits' end. "It's strange," she said, watching him move from bribery to threats. "The girls haven't said anything to him. I wonder if they speak."
"They may not talk, but they can certainly scream." Nora winced as a loud, piercing shriek rang down the street.
Their father grabbed each girl by the hand and tried to drag them into the school. Joanna had seen enough. She walked down the steps with a welcoming smile.
The girls looked up at her and their screams stopped with such abruptness that the silence was deafening. Joanna smiled a little nervously, not sure what to do now that she was here. She was rewarded with two matching exuberant grins. She couldn't believe the instant turnaround.
"Mama!" they cried. "You came back."
Joanna's mouth dropped open as the two girls hurled themselves into her arms, laughing and crying and calling her Mama. She couldn't do anything but cuddle them. They wouldn't have settled for less.
Their father looked shocked. His light blue eyes widened in disbelief. "My God," he said. "You look just like her. The same dark hair, the same eyes, the same mouth."
Joanna swallowed hard as his intense gaze moved from her hair, to her eyes, to her lips. "Their -- their mother?" she asked tentatively.
"Yes." His voice turned gruff. "She died a year ago."
Joanna's heart broke at the thought of these young girls being motherless. No wonder their father looked frazzled and the girls had difficulty separating from him. He was the only parent they had left. Still, she felt uncomfortable about her own position and decided it was time to clarify the situation.
"My name is Joanna," she said.
"No, Mama," one of the girls corrected her.
"I'm sorry. You must think we're crazy. It's just the resemblance." He waved a hand toward the girls. "Look at them. Don't you see yourself?"
Joanna licked her lips. Yes, there was a slight resemblance, but it was just in the coloring of their hair and eyes. She didn't really look like them. Although ... A stray thought ran across her mind that if she did have children they would probably look something like these two.
"I guess we do look a bit alike," she conceded.
"More than a little. My name is Michael Ashton," he added. "These are my daughters, Lily and Rose."
"It's nice to meet you." She extended her hand and an incredible feeling of warmth crept through her as Michael's fingers curled around her palm. "I'm Joanna Wingate."
"Wingate? That doesn't sound Italian."
"I'm not."
"Angela, my wife, she was Italian." He cleared his throat. "So, do you want the girls to call you Miss or -- "
"It's Miss, but Joanna will be fine,"
"Joanna," he repeated with another long, searching look. His gaze turned toward the girls. "I know she looks like Mommy, but she's not. She's ... Are you their teacher?"
"Yes. First grade, right?"
"We already did kindergarten," Lily explained.
"That's good. I bet you learned a lot, too," she said. "How would you like to be in my class this summer?"
Both girls beamed at her, their tear-streaked faces glistening like rainbows in the morning sun. Joanna took each one by the hand. "Tell me your names again."
"I'm Lily, And she's Rose. She's the youngest by two minutes," Lily added. "Sometimes people can't tell us apart. Especially when we dress the same."
"But you'll know who we are, because you're our mommy," Rose said with a quiet intensity that wiped the smile right off Joanna's face.
"I'm not your mother, Rose, but I'd like to be your friend. Do you think we could be friends?"
"How come you don't want to be our mother anymore?" Rose asked in confusion.
"She's your teacher," Michael said firmly. "Rose -- "
"It's okay," Joanna interrupted as Rose began to sniff. The last thing she wanted to do was start another round of crying. She turned to Michael. "Why don't you go now? The girls and I will work this out."
"Are you sure?" Michael asked, but he was already backing toward his car, sensing freedom.
No, she wasn't sure. But she had a feeling she would have an easier time dealing with the girls alone than with him. "We'll be fine. Say good-bye to Daddy, girls."
Rose and Lily waved, but they offered no loving words of departure. Nor did they hug him or give him a kiss. Strange, Joanna thought. One minute they didn't want to leave him, and the next they seemed happy to turn their backs on him.
"Mariah was right," Lily said to Rose. "She told us to go to school, remember?"
Rose nodded in agreement.
"Who's Mariah?" Joanna asked as they walked into the school together.
"She's a lady in a crystal ball," Lily replied.
"Oh." That seemed to explain everything.


Chapter Three
 
Michael was still thinking about Joanna Wingate when he parked his car in the subterranean garage beneath the Embarcadero Center in downtown San Francisco. The woman's resemblance to Angela was incredible. For a second he'd felt as if he'd seen a ghost.
Although he saw Angela in his daughters' faces, they were children. Lily and Rose reminded him of the Angela he'd met when he was a mere boy and she was just a child. But this woman, this Joanna Wingate, had to be close to Angela's age, which made the similarity startling.
Still shaking his head in bewilderment, he reached for his briefcase and the set of blueprints he had picked up at the printer. The upcoming ritual of work pleased him. He wanted to forget what he had just seen. He wanted to pretend that nothing was wrong. But as he boarded the elevator for the sixteenth floor, he knew something was definitely askew.
Who was Joanna Wingate? Why had she suddenly appeared in his life now -- now that he had gotten used to Angela being gone, when he had begun to think that the girls would give up their crazy fantasy that Angela was coming back.
Stepping off the elevator, he walked toward the double glass doors that led into the offices of Lawton, Hill and Cox, his home away from home for the past nine years. He had started out at the bottom of the heap in the prestigious architectural firm, working at a drafting table in a tiny cubicle with no windows.
He now had an office that overlooked the Bay Bridge. Instead of working on small parts of big jobs, he had become a project leader, overseeing five other architects and numerous support staff in the design and construction of high-rise office buildings.
As he stepped through the doors of his office, he breathed a sigh of relief. The thick burgundy carpeting that sank beneath his feet and the rich look of brass and glass felt right. He knew what to expect from his job, from his coworkers, and from his clients. His business life was predictable, and he was always in complete control.
"Michael, we need to talk," said Jackson Cox as he walked out of the conference room.
Jackson, one of the senior partners in the firm, was a short, balding man with a frenetic personality. He smoked cigarettes almost as fast as he talked, and his eyes darted constantly around the room as if he didn't want to miss the latest happening. Jackson was their marketing man, the one who went after the big jobs, the driving force behind Lawton, Hill and Cox's rise to the top.
"What's up?" Michael asked as Jackson kept pace with him down the long hallway.
"Gary Connaught just bought the Stratton Hotel. He wants to tear it down and build a fifty-story office building."
"The Stratton? That's a San Francisco landmark. It's been around forever."
"Exactly, It's old, crumbling, and the owners are going bankrupt. Connaught snapped it up for a song. He wants you to design the new building." Jackson slapped him on the back. "Congratulations."
Michael stared at Jackson for a long moment, flooded with conflicting thoughts. It was a hell of an opportunity; Jackson was right about that. But the Stratton? A lot of people would be upset to see that building go down in a pile of rubble. He had to admit to feeling somewhat bothered by the idea.
A long time ago he had dreamed about restoring old buildings, museums, cathedrals, libraries, civic centers. But Lawton, Hill and Cox rarely restored; they built new, they built high, they built bigger than anyone else. And they made a lot of money. Sometimes his conscience called him a sellout. Most of the time he ignored it. Today he couldn't.
"Are you sure Connaught has thought this thing through?" he asked. "The Stratton means something to the people of San Francisco. Nixon stayed there when he was president and -- "
"Nixon is dead," Jackson interrupted.
"Mae West stayed there."
"She's dead, too."
"And Lucille Ball."
"Dead. All dead. The Stratton is past its prime. It's time to move on, and frankly I thought you'd be delighted to put your signature on a brand new fifty-story tower. Do you want me to tell Connaught you're not interested?"
"No." He immediately shook his head. "Of course not."
Jackson laughed and slapped him on the back again. "Thank God. For a minute there I thought you were turning into some self-righteous restoration fanatic."
"Who me? Never." But his voice didn't sound as confident as his words.
Jackson's eyes narrowed. "You okay?"
"I'm fine."
"Good, because Connaught is important to us. We need one hundred percent from you, Michael. Hell, make that one hundred and fifty percent."
Great, which left him with minus fifty for the girls and the rest of the family.
"I've set up a meeting with Connaught for nine a.m. tomorrow morning," Jackson added. "See what you can dream up between how and then."
"Tomorrow? I'm still working on the Dutton project."
"Pass it down the line. I want you on this one. You're the best we have."
As Jackson left, Michael set his briefcase on his assistant's desk. Helen Reed, a slender blonde with hazel eyes and creamy skin, slammed down the phone.
He looked at her in surprise. Helen rarely had words with anyone. She was one of the friendliest, nicest people he'd ever met. In fact, sometimes she was too nice. Her biggest fault was letting other people take advantage of her. "Something wrong?"
"Tony is back in town."
Anthony De Luca, his best friend and former brother-in-law -- the biggest troublemaker to come out of North Beach in the past fifteen years? He smiled at the thought. Not that he wasn't still pissed that Tony had taken off so soon after Angela's funeral. Tony could have stuck around. He could have helped with the kids, with the rest of the family. But as usual Tony had bailed out.
But he knew his friend had been devastated by his little sister's death, and he could hardly blame the guy for wanting to crawl away and lick his wounds. He'd wanted to do much the same thing. But that was the difference between them -- Tony cut and ran whenever problems came up while he usually had to stay and clean up the mess.
"When you call him back, you can tell him -- " Helen's voice faltered.
"Tell him what?" 
"That I'm engaged to be married. That I don't need grief from him."
"Why didn't you just tell him that?"
"Because he wouldn't let me get a word in. He just kept talking about how he's bought a boat, and he's come home, and I should wear something sexy when he comes to pick me up tonight." Helen shook her head, bitterness filling her eyes. "As if I've been sitting here on the edge of my seat, desperately waiting for his call."
Michael didn't think it would be prudent to mention she'd done exactly that for almost six months, until she'd gone to a reunion party of their old high school gang and fallen in love with Joey Scopazzi.
"I'm sure he'll stop bothering you once he finds out about you and Joey."
"I hope so." Helen cleared her throat as she changed the subject. "I understand Mrs. Polking quit."
"She didn't like wearing green paint."
Helen smiled. "Too bad. Green might have been an improvement."
"By the way, any messages from Happy Hollow School?"
"No. Why?"
"I dropped the girls off there this morning. They must not have burned down the school yet."
"Shall I call another agency for after-school care?"
"Please. See if you can find someone with a sense of humor, someone pretty and fun, young." Michael suddenly saw Joanna in his mind, her warm brown eyes, her soft skin, her gentle manner -- her eerie resemblance to the woman he had sworn to love for all time. Maybe that's why he'd felt such a connection to her. It couldn't be anything else.
"I don't think Mary Poppins is available," Helen said. "Maybe you should think about getting someone for the girls on a long-term basis."
"I can't get a nanny to stay three weeks, Helen. One month would look long-term to me."
"I'm talking about dating again, meeting someone else. The girls could use a woman's influence."
"The only woman they want is their mother," he said, adding under his breath, "And they think they've found her."
"What did you say?"
"Nothing." He looked up as someone called his name from down the hall. "Speak of the devil."
Tony De Luca strolled down the corridor, a big grin on his tanned face.  He wore faded blue jeans, a light blue T-shirt, and a baseball cap. The guy never changed. While Michael grew older Tony seemed to stay the same, a happy-go-lucky, carefree guy.
He and Tony had met in sixth grade. They had been best friends ever since. When Michael's mother had decided to remarry for the third time and move to New York just three months before Michael's high school graduation, Michael had moved in with the De Lucas, so he could finish his senior year. The De Lucas had given him the stable family life he had always wanted. When he married Angela he and Tony had truly become brothers.
"Talking about me again?" Tony asked. "Hi, beautiful," he said to Helen. "Miss me?"
"Uh, Tony. Check out the finger," Michael said pointedly.
Tony's grin faded as he looked down at Helen's hand. "What's that?"
"An engagement ring. I'm marrying Joey Scopazzi in three weeks." Her words came out rough and edgy.
"You're what?" Tony asked in a shocked voice.
"I'm getting married."
"But -- but why?"
"Because I ..." She looked at Michael as if she couldn't remember why.
"Because you love Joey," he prompted.
"Right, because I love Joey."
"Joey Scopazzi? The kid who wore braces for eighteen years, whose glasses always slid off his face into his tapioca pudding? You're marrying him?"
"He doesn't wear braces or glasses anymore, and yes, I'm marrying him. I want a family and a house and kids, things you don't have any interest in." She stood up abruptly, clutching a batch of papers to her chest. "Excuse me, I have copies to make."
Tony shook his head in bewilderment as she walked down the hall. "Engaged? I can't believe it. She's been following me around since seventh grade. We've been dating on and off for twelve years. She's always been there for me."
"But you haven't always been there for her. She's an attractive woman -- "
"Yeah, yeah, I know. Why the hell didn't you tell me?"
"Tell you? I got three postcards from you in the past year, none with a return address."
"I can't believe she got engaged that fast. She knew I was coming back. I told her I needed time to think after Angela died."
"People take a couple of weeks to think, a month at the most. You've been gone almost a year." He opened the door to his office, and Tony followed him inside.
"So I had a lot to think about."
"Did you come to any conclusions?"
"As a matter of fact, I did." Tony smiled proudly. "I bought a boat, Michael. She's a beauty. Wait until you see her."
"The boat is here?"
"Yeah. The brother of a friend of mine has been sailing out of the San Juan Islands up north, but he needed some quick cash and decided to sell his boat."
"And you just happened to have some cash? What did you do -- rob a bank?"
"I saved it."
He laughed. "No way."
"I did. Okay, I had a few good hands of poker, too."
"Did you cheat?"
"Does it matter?" Tony asked with a grin. "Anyway, I came home to pick up the boat, say hello to the family, and see if Helen wants to go back with me. She would love the Caribbean."
"Helen?" Michael sat down behind his desk. "My loyal assistant who never calls in sick, who never arrives late, and who dutifully calls her mother every day of the week? That's the woman you're thinking of asking to sail across the world with you?"
"She's great in bed."
"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that."
Tony sprawled in the chair in front of Michael's desk. "I didn't know she was fooling around with Joey Scopazzi. Why did she have to pick him? Why couldn't she find someone who didn't grow up with us, who wasn't such a weasel?"
"Joey is a nice guy. He runs his father's dry cleaning business now. He's very responsible."
"Yeah, and he sounds like a lot of laughs. So, what's new around here, besides Helen and Joey?"
He smiled. Tony would love his next piece of news. "Frank and Linda are planning a surprise party for your parents' fortieth wedding anniversary on Saturday night."
"Oh, man." Tony propped his feet on the edge of Michael's desk. "Anniversary parties and weddings. My timing sucks."
"As always. Maybe that's why your old girlfriend is marrying someone else."
"She's not married yet."
"Why can't you just accept that Helen is with someone else, and be happy for her? Be her friend."
"I don't know how to be friends with a woman. If there's no sex involved, what's the point?"
For a moment Michael thought Tony was serious, then he saw the hint of a smile playing around Tony's mouth. "Yeah, right. You know, you don't need Helen, you need a woman who won't take crap from you. Helen is too nice for you."
"Then tell me where I can find myself a gorgeous bitch."
"Try any bar in the financial district after five. So, what are you going to do with this boat?"
"Run charters. I finally get to be my own boss."
"Don't kid yourself. You open your own business and you'll do nothing but cater to everyone else, to your clients, to your banker, to your crew. It's called being a grown-up."
"No, not that, please."
"Do you have a business plan?"
Tony made a face. "Unlike you, I don't plan out every move I'm going to make. Sometimes I just jump and then look down."
"That's a good way to break your neck." He sat back in his chair. "Owning your own business is a risk."
"Yeah, well, if you took a risk once in awhile, you wouldn't be stuck building square boxes for business suits."
He frowned, once again reminded of how far he had strayed from his original goals, but he had made the right decisions. He had a family to support. Ideals were fine, but they didn't put food on the table.
"How are the girls?" Tony asked, changing the subject.
"The same. Happy most of the time, at least on the surface. God knows what's going on in their heads."
"Still not talking?"
"Not to me."
"What are you supposed to do about it?"
"Be patient, wait until they feel comfortable enough to talk to me. By that time I'll probably be too old to hear them. Sometimes I just want to shake them until the words come out or they yell at me to stop. But I don't."
"Of course you don't. You love those kids." Tony leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "What do the doctors say?"
"The doctors say that while the girls are happy to live with me, they don't want to talk to me. They don't trust me for some reason -- which maybe some day they'll be able to tell me."
"Mama can't get anything out of them?" Tony asked.
"No. But Sophia has been distracted since Angela died."
"Angela was everything to her, the only daughter. She was one of a kind," Tony said.
Michael stared at him for a long moment.
"What did I say?" Tony asked.
"You're not going to believe this."
"What?"
"I saw a woman who looks just like Angela at the school where I took the girls this morning."
"No way."
"The girls even called her Mama. They threw themselves at her."
"What? She has dark hair?"
"And big brown eyes, and an oval face, and a soft, warm mouth, and ..." Michael's voice drifted off as he realized just how much Joanna had affected him.
"Michael?" Tony snapped his fingers. "What the hell is wrong with you?"
"Nothing."
"This woman -- she really got to you, didn't she?"
"You'd have to see her to believe it."
"So when can I see her?"
"I pick up the kids at three."
Tony checked his watch. "I'll be back."
 
 


Chapter Four
 
"We waited so long for you to come back," Rose said as Joanna sat down with the twins at the art table. "Where were you?"
Joanna sighed, looking from Lily to Rose. She had tried to convince them for the past six hours that she was not their long-lost mother, but to no avail. It didn't matter that everyone called her Joanna. They seemed to think she was playing a game with them.
Wishing she had majored in child psychology instead of history, Joanna opened her purse and took out her wallet. "I want to show you a picture."
She handed Rose a photo taken of her family a year and a half earlier at Christmas, before her father had gotten sick. "That's my mother, her name is Caroline; and the man is my father. His name was Edward. He died a couple of months ago." Her voice softened, "I still miss him a lot. Just like you miss your mother. It's hard to say good-bye, isn't it?"
Rose and Lily stared at the photo, then at her.
"Where are Grandma Sophia and Grandpa Vincent?" Lily asked in confusion.
Joanna tried again. "I'm not your mother, Lily. These are my parents."
"We did something bad, didn't we, Mama?" Rose's chocolate brown eyes filled with tears. "I remember when you said we were driving you crazy, that you had to go away. You made us promise -- "
"Rose, she wants to be sure we didn't break our promise," Lily interrupted.
Rose looked relieved. "Oh. It's okay. Mama, I haven't told Daddy anything. I told you I could keep a secret."
Secret? What secret? Joanna tucked her hair behind her ear as she realized the children still believed she was their mother. "Come on, girls. Look at the photo. Do I really look like your mother? Are our clothes the same? Our hair? Our teeth?"
Lily tilted her head as she stared into Joanna's face, then back at the photo. "Your hair is longer and curlier now."
She let out a breath of relief. They were finally making progress. "What else?" She turned to Rose. "Can you see the difference, honey? Can you understand that I'm Joanna, that I'm not your mother?"
"If you want us to call you Joanna, it's okay," Rose replied. "It's a pretty name."
"We like it," Lily added.
"I give up," Joanna said with a helpless laugh.
"Are you mad at us?" Rose asked. "Please don't be mad."
Rose threw her arms around Joanna, burying her face in the curve of Joanna's neck. Her hair brushed against Joanna's skin, bringing with it the sweet scent of flowers. Joanna couldn't help but hug Rose back. The child felt so right in her arms, a perfect fit. Lily stepped up next to them, running her hand down the side of Joanna's hair, twirling her fingers in the long strands.
"I like your hair longer," Lily whispered. "I think Daddy likes it, too."
Joanna's heart caught at the simple word, at the reminder of their father, Michael Ashton. She'd been thinking about him all morning, and it had to stop. She hadn't spent this much time thinking about David, and they'd gone out for six months. But she could still see Michael in her mind, wrestling with the girls, his tie crooked, his hair ruffled, his eyes shocked at the sight of her.
"Mama -- I mean Joanna," Lily said, "do you want us to clean up now?"
Joanna looked at the clock, suddenly realizing the bell had rung.
"Good idea." She stood up and helped the other children in her class prepare for departure. Her first day of teaching had gone well. Aside from putting several children to sleep during her recitation of Emily Dickinson, she'd done okay. And she had been surprised at how much she'd enjoyed it. She'd always felt awkward with the college kids, never feeling all that secure or confident in herself.
Here she was definitely in charge, and the kids were so loving, she couldn't help but connect with them. They hugged her before recess. They showed her their pictures and shared their excitement. They fought over who would get to sit in her lap during story time.
She had never felt so loved, and even though she'd spent more time tying shoelaces than teaching numbers, she felt good about the day.
The twins helped her put the chairs on the tables as various children were picked up by their parents. Michael Ashton was the last to arrive, and he had another man with him.
"Uncle Tony!" the girls said in unison, running over to the other man.
Uncle Tony had a shadowy beard, windblown hair, and a smile guaranteed to charm. Despite Tony's obvious good looks, Joanna still felt drawn to Michael. Maybe it was Michael's eyes, so blue, so light in contrast to his dark hair. Maybe it was his broad chest, his confident stance. Maybe she had been alone too long.
"Hi midgets," Tony said, receiving a smacking kiss from each of the girls. "I brought you candy."
Joanna smiled at the girls' pleasure. She turned to Michael to tell him about their day. Once again the intensity of his gaze caught her off guard. He seemed as shocked to see her now as he had been that morning.
"Mr. Ashton," she said slowly.
"Yes?" He sounded distracted.
"Are you all right?"
"No. No, I don't think so. All morning I told myself it was my imagination." He turned to his friend. "Tony, I want you to meet Miss -- "
"Joanna," she said.
Tony stepped forward. His smile faded as he looked at her. Joanna put a hand to her temple, pressing hard against her threatening headache. She didn't think she could stand much more emotion. She'd used up all her energy and patience with the children.
"Wow." Tony took in a deep breath. "You weren't kidding, Michael. She looks just like Angie."
Joanna abruptly turned around. She was beginning to feel like a bug under a microscope. She walked over to her desk and began organizing her papers.
After a moment Michael joined her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you feel uncomfortable."
"Well, you did," she said shortly, unwilling to admit that her discomfort had more to do with attraction than dislike.
"Joanna." Michael's voice came out low and husky, making her name sound like a caress.
She raised her head, and his gaze drifted across her face, as if he were memorizing each line. Comparing her to his wife, probably. There was far too much intimacy in his look for two strangers to share.
She cleared her throat. "Perhaps the girls should have another teacher. I'm not sure it's good for them to be with me every day." 
Lily and Rose immediately disagreed with the plan. "No! No!" they cried, abandoning their uncle Tony for Joanna. They threw their arms around her waist, holding on with stubborn determination.
"Girls, it's okay," Joanna said, trying to ease their distress. "The other teachers are good."
"We want you," they chorused.
Michael put a hand on each of their heads, bringing him into even closer proximity to Joanna. His expression was clearly troubled as he looked into her eyes. "I don't think the girls will stay with another teacher."
"But is this good for them?"
"They've had a lot of counseling since their mother died. Time seems to be the only answer. If they stay in school, I think they'll realize that you're not their mother, but if I take them away now, I'm afraid they'll think I'm taking them away from their mother."
"I can't look that much like her," she said, wanting him to contradict her.
Michael exchanged a glance with Tony. "You could be her sister," he said, his gaze returning to her.
"My sister," Tony added, "This is weird."
She thought so, too. Nothing in her experience had taught her how to deal with a situation like this. She took in a breath and let it out. But she would deal with it, as she'd dealt with everything else in her life in the past year. Her father's illness had given her strength, his legacy to her. 
"All right, we'll let things stay like this for now," she said. 
The girls cheered, and she couldn't help smiling. It was nice to be loved. She just wished it could be for herself. 
 
* * *
 
Sophia De Luca carefully ironed out the wrinkles in her husband's monogrammed handkerchief. When it was perfectly flat and creaseless, she folded it in neat squares and set it on the couch next to her. Then she picked up the embroidered linen cloth that had graced the top of Angela's dresser since her birth and set to ironing it with the same sense of purpose and determination. It didn't matter that Angela would never again see the cloth. It didn't matter that no one went into Angela's bedroom anymore.
She couldn't stand to take the room apart, to put Angela's things away, to change the bedspread or the curtains. Angela hadn't lived in that bedroom since she was eighteen years old, but Sophia had kept it exactly the same so that her daughter would have a room to come home to, just in case.
Angela had never come home, and like so many things Sophia kept "just in case," Angela's bedroom went unused.
Picking up the starched linen cloth, Sophia climbed up the stairs from her sewing room on the first floor to Angela's bedroom on the second. She carefully placed the cloth on the dresser and put the silver brush and mirror and Angela's favorite music box on top.
As she looked around the room, she was assaulted with a longing that grew stronger with each passing day, a desire to go back in time or at least to stop the clock from moving forward. She couldn't believe it had been twenty-seven years since she had brought Angela home from the hospital, since she had sat in the rocking chair by the window and sung lullabies to her baby, some in Italian, some in English, all filled with love and promises. How quickly the time had passed.
Sitting down in the rocker, she ran her hands along the smooth wood. Her husband, Vincent, had built the rocking chair for her just before the birth of their oldest son, Frank. Every night, after a long day in the restaurant, Vincent would go down to the basement and work on the rocker, shining it, polishing it. They had been so in love then, dreaming of the family they would have. There were so many memories in this chair, hours alone with her babies, in the dark of the night, when the world slept. That's when she had felt the closest to them. That's when she had cried. A tear ran down her face as she rocked, thinking about her life, about how silent the house was now.
Frank, his wife Linda, and their four children lived a few blocks away. Frank had made a good marriage, and at thirty-seven he was ready to take over De Luca's when Vincent retired at the end of the year. Frank would continue their traditions. He would bring honor to the family, because he knew no other way to live. She had been in awe of her oldest son's principles since he was six years old, when Frank had decided that he would not be friends with anyone who lied, called him names, or didn't do their homework. Needless to say, Frank didn't have a lot of friends as a child. But he was a good man despite his rigid ways. And he adored his mother, held her up on a pedestal.
He didn't know her at all.
Tony, at thirty-three, was the complete opposite of Frank: emotional, unpredictable, sensitive, passionate. Tony took after her. Frank took after his father. Maybe that's why she worried more about Tony. Sophia knew how much trouble he could get himself into if he wasn't careful. And Tony was never careful.
Oh, how she missed him. He'd taken off after Angela died, sailing his way around the world, picking up odd jobs, dropping the occasional note home. She knew Vincent was disappointed in Tony, that her husband very much wanted his youngest son to come home and run De Luca's with Frank. Then Vincent could retire, knowing that his sons' futures were secure.
But Tony didn't want security. He wanted more than that. Sophia remembered feeling that way a very long time ago.
Now she could feel nothing but pain. As she glanced around Angela's bedroom, as she saw the remnants of her daughter's life, the posters of pop stars on the wall, the school yearbooks in the bookcase, the clothes in the closet, the pain filled her stomach like too much pasta. It got worse every day. She could barely eat anymore. Not even her favorite chianti eased the pressure rising within her. She felt that she might burst at any moment.
But she couldn't let the words out. She had to stay silent. She had to keep going for the sake of her family, for Vincent and Frank and Tony -- for Michael and the girls.  It had always been that way. No real time for her. No moment when she could cut loose, when she could scream at the injustice of life.
Not that it would matter. Angela was gone. Sophia pulled out the simple gold cross she wore around her neck and fingered the four points, silently asking again why God had taken her baby away. The answer was always the same -- because she had sinned. 
 
* * *
 
"I don't think you should tell Sophia about Joanna," Michael said as he parked the car in front of the De Lucas' house in North Beach. He glanced over his shoulder to see if the girls were paying attention, but they were playing with their dolls in the backseat. "It might upset her."
Tony stared straight ahead for a moment, then turned to Michael with a troubled expression. "I feel like we're in the Twilight Zone." 
"I've been feeling that way all day."
"Who is this woman? How could she look so much like Angela? It's crazy."
"Maybe she's a distant relative."
Tony drummed his fingers restlessly against his thigh. "Do you think it's good for the girls to be with her?"
"You saw how they reacted to the thought of leaving. It's not like she's Angela's twin. Her hair is much longer. And she doesn't dress the same. There's a resemblance, but I think after awhile they'll begin to see differences between Joanna and Angela." We all will, he added silently.
"I hope you're right. Because if you're not, I think your problem with the girls just got bigger." Tony turned to the girls. "Hey, midgets, shall we go surprise Grandma?" The girls eagerly agreed, and the four of them made their way into the house. 
The De Luca home was a two-story Victorian with hardwood floors and throw rugs in the entryway, living room, dining room, and hall. The stairs were carpeted in dark blue, with the walls painted a lighter shade of blue. It was a warm, colorful house, filled with antiques and knick knacks that Sophia collected during her weekly trips to secondhand stores and flea markets. Like the De Luca restaurant a few blocks away, the family home invited guests. There were comfortable chairs and sofas to sit on, paintings from Italy, and Sophia's collection of music boxes from around the world.
"The place looks the same," Tony said. "Home sweet home."
"Can we get some cookies, Uncle Tony?" Lily asked.
"Michael?" Tony asked.
Lily and Rose looked at him inquiringly, but didn't speak. He nodded. For a while he had tried denying them anything they wanted unless they asked for it with words, but that maneuver had turned out to be as big a failure as the rest. Now it seemed pointless to encourage a full- fledged temper tantrum over a few cookies.
Tony watched the interaction with a troubled eye. "I don't get it, man," he said as the girls ran into the kitchen.
"Neither do I."
"How do you stand it?"
"I tell myself that some day it will end. Some day they'll look me straight in the eye and say they love me, and that will probably be the happiest day of my life." He cleared his throat, suddenly choked up by that thought. "Of course, then they'll probably start arguing with me over every little thing, and I'll wish they would just shut up."
Tony smiled. "Probably. And just wait until they start talking on the phone all the time."
He held up a hand. "I don't want to think about it. Raising the girls alone -- sometimes, it scares the hell out of me. I think it would be different if they were boys. I know how boys think. But the female mind is a complete mystery to me."
"Speaking of females, I wonder if Mama is home. It's so quiet." Tony tilted his head to one side. "Certainly not like it used to be. Whenever I came home from school, Mama would be in the kitchen cooking. Usually one of her sisters, Aunt Carlotta or Aunt Elena, would be here, and sometimes a couple of my cousins. We never had to bring someone home from school to play with, because there were always a few extra kids hanging around here. Now there's no one."
"Everyone grew up."
"Too bad, huh? We used to have some good times, until you got all responsible on me." He slugged Michael on the arm.
"I didn't have a choice. I had a wife to support, kids." He sounded defensive, and he knew it, but dammit, he'd worked his butt off for Angela and the girls.
"You were good for Angie," Tony said. "I mean that."
"Yeah, well, I don't think Angela would have agreed with you. Anyway, it's all in the past." Or it had been until today, until he'd come face-to-face with a ghost. He tipped his head toward the stairs. "Sophia is probably upstairs. Why don't you go see her?"
"All right. Hopefully, she'll be happy to see me."
"Isn't she always?"
 
* * *
 
As Tony walked up the stairs, a thousand memories flashed through his mind. He hadn't lived in this house for a couple of years. But coming back now, he felt like a kid again, and he hated that feeling. Maybe that's why he had stayed away, hoping that somewhere in the world he'd find a place where he felt like a grown-up.
His parents' bedroom was empty. Angela's door was partly open. He hesitated, then knocked.
"Come in," Sophia said.
He pushed opened the door. "Hi, Mama."
Her face lit up like the morning sky after a winter storm. She held out her arms to him, and he went into her embrace as if he were ten years old again. She smelled like Chanel No. 5, with a lingering trace of garlic. She smelled like home.
"Tony, my darling Tony," Sophia whispered, cupping his face with her hands. "You've come back."
"How are you?" he asked.
"I'm fine."
"Are you really?" He searched her dark eyes for the truth, then looked away, not sure he wanted to find it. He wanted her to be the strong woman he remembered from his youth, not the shattered woman he'd seen at Angela's funeral.
"I -- yes." Her voice turned brisk as if she'd seen his need and decided to fulfill it.
She stood up and tucked her black hair into place. That's when he noticed the new streaks of gray at her temples, the lines around her eyes, the paleness of her olive skin.
"You look tired. Mama," he said quietly.
She touched her hand to the side of his face with a loving smile. "Your father snores so loudly, who can sleep?"
He accepted her answer because he wanted to, because it was easy.
"You must be hungry. I'll fix you something to eat. And you'll stay in your old room, of course. You are staying, aren't you?"
"For a while. I bought a boat. Mama. She's gorgeous."
"A boat? Oh, my." Sophia put a hand to her heart.
"She needs a little work, of course, but wait until you see her."
"I'm sure it's a beautiful boat, Tony. But how long is a while?"
He shrugged. "I'm not sure yet. A week or two."
"That's all?"
"Yeah."
She nodded after a moment, understanding and sadness mixing in her eyes. "I wish you didn't feel such a need to run away. Not that I've ever been able to keep you here. As a teenager, you climbed out of your bedroom window so many times, we had to replace the frame." She paused. "Where will you go?"
"The Caribbean, most likely. Wherever the wind and the current take me. It's a big world out there, and I want to see all of it."
"I almost wish I could go with you, not that you'd want your old mother along for the ride."
"I'd be happy to take you for a sail, Mama. In fact, I'd like to."
He saw a light come into his mother's eyes, and he was suddenly struck with the notion that he didn't know this woman at all. Had she changed so much since he'd been gone? Or had he just never really looked at her before?
"I couldn't possibly go for a sail. I have so much to do here, ironing, cooking, shopping, running bingo down at the church, helping your father with the restaurant. My life is so full -- so very full." Her voice broke, but she covered the sudden burst of emotion by clearing her throat. "I have some chicken. Would you like a sandwich before dinner?"
"I'm fine." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. "I got this for you in Barbados."
"A present for me?" Sophia took the box with a pleased smile. Her smile broadened as she opened it. A small miniature glass music box lay inside.
"It plays Vivaldi," he said, pushing up the tiny lid with his thumb to reveal a small velvet bed big enough to hold a ring but nothing else.
"It's beautiful. I will treasure it always." Sophia kissed him on the cheek. "I'm glad you're home. For as long as you choose to stay."
The sound of pounding feet and loud voices interrupted their conversation. Lily and Rose ran into the room.
"Grandma! Grandma!" they said in unison. "You'll never guess what happened."
"Lily, Rose," Michael shouted from the hallway. "I said, stop."
The girls ignored him, intent on sharing their news with Sophia.
"What's happened?" Sophia asked. 
Lily took a deep breath. "Mama came back. She's not in heaven anymore."
 


Chapter Five

 
Sophia put a hand to her heart. "What?"
"It's not what you think," Michael said immediately. Like the girls, there was a spark of hope in Sophia's eyes, a gleam of a miracle. He hated to disappoint her. "She just looks like Angela, that's all."
"I don't understand."
"I took the kids to a new school today, just a few blocks from here. Their teacher looks -- "
"Like Angie," Tony finished.
Sophia's sharp eyes pinned Tony in place. "You saw her, too?"
"Yes. I couldn't believe my eyes. She was the spitting image of Angie, same shaped face, same big brown eyes. Could have been her sister."
Sophie's mouth dropped open as if she was going to speak, but no words crossed her lips. The sound of her ragged, uneven breathing seemed to overwhelm the room.
"It's not that close a resemblance," Michael said, trying to defuse the situation.
"This girl -- what's her name?" Sophia asked.
"Joanna," he said. 
"Joanna," she repeated. "What's her last name?" She grabbed Michael's arm, her tense fingers twisting the sleeve of his suit coat. "Her last name?"
"Uh ..." Michael tried to remember Joanna's last name, but it wouldn't come. "Winston, I think. Why?"
"Are you sure?"
"I think so. Does it matter?" For some reason it did matter.  He could see it in her eyes, but he didn't know why. "Sophia?"
She let go of his sleeve and forced a brief smile. "It doesn't matter, I guess." She checked her watch. "Oh dear, it's almost four. I have so many things to do today. And I should get dinner going. We'll celebrate Tony's return. You'll all stay, yes?"
"Are you sure you're all right?" he asked.
She patted his arm. "I'm fine, Michael."
She did seem fine now. But then Sophia wasn't one to share her feelings. He wished he could talk to her about Joanna, about the strange resemblance, about his own bizarre feelings. But after her strong reaction he knew he couldn't say anything more.
Sophia turned to Rose and Lily. "Do you want to help me make the sauce for dinner?"
"Yes, Grandma," Rose said.
Lily nodded, then spoke. "Her name is Joanna Wingate, Grandma, not what Daddy said. I don't understand why Mama has a new name."
"She's not your mother. How many times do I have to tell you that?" he asked in frustration.
Lily sent him a hurt look and crept closer to her grandmother. Nothing was going right today, not the girls, not their school, not his job. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap at you, honey." Michael's gaze drifted over to Sophia. She seemed frozen in place, in time.
"Wingate," she whispered.
"Do you know the Wingates?" Michael asked.
"No. No, of course not." She straightened. "Are you going back to work, Michael?" 
"If you don't mind watching the girls?"
"Not at all." Sophia turned toward her son. "Tony, are you staying?"
"I'll be back. I need to check on my boat." He paused. "I hope Papa doesn't still think I'm going to work in the restaurant."
"That's always been his dream."
"But it's not mine."
"That is between you and Vincent, a father and his son."
"You won't help me?"
"No."
"How come no one will help me?" Tony asked, looking from Sophia to Michael.
"I bet Mariah could help you, Uncle Tony," Lily said.
"Mariah? Who's that?"
"She's a really pretty lady," Rose explained. "And she makes magic."
"Sounds like just what I need," Tony said with a grin.
"Don't get too excited," Michael told him. "Mariah lives in a crystal ball. Sophia found her in an antiques shop."
"Yes. As soon as I saw her, I felt a connection," Sophia said. "The ball was warm to my touch, even though it was covered with dust. The shopkeeper got it at an estate sale. It once belonged to two sisters," Sophia continued. "Apparently one of the sisters got lost in a snowstorm. The other sister asked Mariah to bring her home safely, and the next day she was rescued. The two sisters believed in Mariah's magical ability to bring families back together until the day they died."
"Mariah brought Mama back," Lily said.
He sighed. He hated to disillusion them, but he couldn't let them go on believing in magic, or that Joanna was their mother. "Mariah didn't do anything of the sort. She's just a toy."
Lily glared at him. He glared back.
Sophia put her arm around the girls. "Why don't you go back to work, Michael?"
"Good idea." At work he was surrounded by lines and symmetry, logic and reason -- not wizards in crystal balls, children who wouldn't talk to him, or a woman who looked like a ghost.
 
* * *
 
Caroline shook the bottle of pale pink nail polish, unscrewed the top, and touched up her nails. While they dried, she studied the brochures spread out on the kitchen table. She had picked up pamphlets for every imaginable dream vacation -- the Bahamas, Hawaii, Mexico, Paris, London, even an adventure trip to Africa. There had to be something in this bunch that would tempt Joanna into giving up her crazy idea of working all summer.
They could have so much fun together, if Joanna would just go along with her plans. But lately her daughter balked at every suggestion. Since Edward had died, Joanna had gone from easy going to tough and rebellious.
She supposed it was only natural. Joanna had spent hours with her father before his death. She had held his hand through the terrible, debilitating attacks of pain. She had read to him, comforted him. She couldn't have made it through without drawing from some inner strength.
But now that strength was keeping them apart. And Caroline feared that Joanna had given so much to her father that there was nothing left for her mother. It was selfish to think that way, but she couldn't help it. She needed her daughter. She wasn't dying, but she was lonely and afraid of what the future held for her. She didn't have a husband anymore, no one to go on trips with, to take to parties, to dine with before a movie. She couldn't do those things by herself. It would be too uncomfortable. Everyone would stare at her, wonder why she was alone.
She sat back in her chair, feeling completely useless and unwanted. What on earth was she going to do with the rest of her life? All she ever wanted to be was a wife and a mother. She had spent her days taking care of Edward and Joanna. Now her husband was gone, her daughter was pulling away from her, and she was left with nothing but an empty apartment and a long, endless summer ahead of her.
Maybe she could take up a hobby, but she didn't like to cook. She killed plants even when she was trying to take care of them, which was why Joanna's room was the only one in the apartment filled with live greenery. The rest of the rooms boasted silk flowers. Gardening was out, and she couldn't sew worth a damn. She wasn't sure she even remembered how to thread the sewing machine -- if she could find it, that is.
Perhaps music, she thought. The piano in the living room begged to be used. But what good was learning to play the piano when there was no one to play it for? What good was staying in shape, doing her makeup, painting her nails when there was no one to see her? Frustration and helplessness rose within her like an unstoppable tidal wave. She had to think of something to do, something to look forward to, or she wouldn't be able to get through the day or the week or the month.
As the feeling of panic increased, she got up. She filled the teakettle with water and set it on the burner to heat. A cup of tea would help, she decided, Edward had always made fun of her constant desire for tea. He'd preferred scotch and water, and a nice long puff on a cigar. She'd always hated the smell of his cigars. Now she longed for the scent, wishing she could find just a hint of it in the air, but there was nothing.
The front door slammed, and she felt immediately better.
"Mom, I'm home," Joanna called.
"I'm in the kitchen." At least for the next few hours, she'd have some company. She wouldn't have to think. She wouldn't have to remember what she couldn't have anymore.
Joanna pushed open the kitchen door with a weary smile. "Hi."
"How was your day, honey?"
"Tiring, but fun." She set a pile of children's books down on the counter. "I stopped by the library. I need to get up to speed on six-year-old literature. I've completely forgotten whatever Beatrix Potter stories I used to know."
"Jemima Puddleduck was your favorite," Caroline said. "You always loved the idea of building a warm, cozy nest somewhere."
Joanna raised an eyebrow. "How on earth do you remember that?"
"I remember everything. I loved reading to you. It wasn't nearly as much fun when you grew up and started reading to yourself."
Joanna smiled to herself. Every step of independence from kindergarten to wearing makeup had been met with resistance. Her mother had tried to keep her a child as long as possible, but eventually she'd grown up. "What did you do today?" she asked.
"I got some brochures from the travel agency." 
Caroline walked over to the table and picked up a couple of pamphlets. "I think we should go on a trip, Joanna. It will be wonderful, just the two of us. We'll blow those cobwebs right out of your mind."
"Mother -- "
"We could go to London. Remember how much you loved the scones?"
"Mom, I have a job, remember?"
"I'm sure they can find someone else."
"That's not the point."
"We only have the summer before you go back to Stanford. I don't want to waste it. just look at these pictures and tell me you wouldn't love to get away from here."
Joanna sat down at the table and flipped through the brochures. A week ago she probably would have gone along with her mother's plans, but that was before she'd started this job, before she'd met Michael and Lily and Rose, before she'd starting feeling like a whole person again. She set the pamphlets on the table.
"I can't go, Mom. I'm sorry."
Her mother frowned. "A trip would be fun. And we'd be away from here -- from all the memories."
"You can go without me."
"Not alone. No, I couldn't," Caroline said immediately. "I wouldn't know what to do. I hate eating alone in a restaurant, and I never know how much to tip the waiter or the bellboy. Your father..." Her voice softened. "He always did those things."
"What about one of your friends?" Joanna asked, but she already knew the answer. She was her mother's best friend; she always had been. Caroline had acquaintances, women she worked with on fundraisers and charity events, the wives of the other men in Edward's office, a few of the neighbors, but no one close enough to go on a trip with, no one else who was a widow, no one else who was alone.
She wondered what had happened to the women Caroline had grown up with. Surely she had had friends in high school and college, yet she kept in touch with no one. In fact, the only people who had come to Edward's funeral had been friends of his or theirs. None were solely hers.
If she didn't take a trip with her mother, Caroline simply wouldn't go, but she couldn't feel guilty about it.  "I'm sorry, but I want to stay here and do this job. I like it. It felt good to be with kids, to hear their laughter, to see their joy, to listen to their silly stories. I haven't had this much fun in ages." 
Her mother gave her a doubtful look.  "I'm sure it will get old fast."
"Maybe, but I want to do it."  She paused, "The strangest thing happened, though. A man brought his two girls into school this morning, and they were screaming and carrying on, but as soon as they saw me, they stopped. It was so odd. Then they threw themselves at me and called me Mama."
"They what?" Caroline asked in astonishment.
"Called me Mama."
"But why?"
"Apparently I look like their mother, who died last year. Their father thought so, too. By the way, do we have any Italian blood in our family?"
Her mother stared at her as if she'd gone mad. "Excuse me?"
"Italian blood. The girls are Italian. Their grandparents own De Luca's Restaurant in North Beach. Have you ever eaten there?"
"No. Your father never cared much for Italian food. Why would you think you're of Italian descent?"
"I've always wondered where my dark hair and eyes came from. You and Dad are so fair."
"Your grandmother, Theresa, had brown hair."
"Light brown, dishwater blond really, not almost black like mine."
"I'm sure someone else in the family had dark hair," Caroline said, although she couldn't come up with any specific names.
"No one did. Mother. I've done our genealogy charts, remember?"
"But you didn't have pictures of everyone. Some genes are dormant for generations. Who knows why?" The teakettle whistled, and Caroline turned off the heat. "Would you like a cup?"
"No, thanks. I feel like something cold." Joanna stood up and retrieved a bottle of mineral water from the refrigerator. "After I get something to eat, I thought I'd start going through Dad's things in the den," she said, changing the subject.
"Why don't we go shopping after you eat? I could use some new shoes."
She sighed. All she wanted to do was stay home and putter around the house, but her mother rarely allowed her that luxury. "You have a million shoes."
"But nothing new. I want something new. I would have gone earlier, but I thought you'd like to go with me."
"What I'd really like to do is start organizing the den. We need to send information to the insurance companies, and I know Dad's lawyer wanted a copy of something. Do you remember what that was?"
"Just a letter or something," Caroline said with a vague wave of her hand. "It can wait."
"We can't keep putting things off."
"Dammit, Joanna. The man's dead. What could possibly be urgent about the things in his den?" Her blunt words drew a long silence between them.
"Mom? What's wrong?" Joanna asked.
Caroline couldn't seem to meet her eyes. "I don't want you to go into the den."
"Why not?"
"Because the papers belong to your father and me." Caroline pulled a cup and saucer out of the cabinet. "I should take care of it. And I will."
"When?"
"When I'm ready."
"A lot of what's in there just needs to be tossed in the trash. Dad never threw anything away. I bet his collection of fishing magazines goes up to the ceiling."
"He loved those magazines. Everything in that room meant so much to him. It was his personal, private place, Joanna."
"I know, but it's not as if he had a stash of private love letters in there or anything."
"How would you know that?" Caroline asked sharply.
Joanna was taken aback by her mother's question. "I don't know that, but are you saying there's something in there you don't want me to see?"
"No, of course not."
"Do you think he was -- "
"No."
"You don't know what I was going to say."
"Yes, I do, and he wasn't. But some things are private between a husband and a wife. You'll know what I mean when you get married."
Marriage. She took a sip of her drink as she leaned back against the counter. In the past year, whenever she had thought of marriage, she had thought of David. Now his image had been replaced by that of another man -- of Michael Ashton. It was ridiculous. She didn't even know him. But there was something about him, something so compelling that she couldn't stop thinking about him. And the twins were adorable, affectionate, spontaneous, loving, honest. They wanted her to be their mother.
In her mind she saw Michael, Lily, and Rose, standing in a circle, holding out their hands to her. But she couldn't complete the circle. She might look the same, but she wasn't Lily and Rose's mother, and she wasn't Michael's wife. That spot belonged to someone else. She needed to remember that.
 
* * *
 
Dinner at the De Lucas' was a noisy affair. Everyone talked at the same time. The loudness in the room grew higher as the level of wine got lower. Arguing about everything from politics to religion to meat prices was required, and anyone who couldn't finish a sentence in thirty seconds could count on being interrupted.
It hadn't taken Michael long to realize that he couldn't keep up with the De Lucas. Angela had usually finished most of his sentences, even if she didn't know what he was thinking. She had simply assumed that he thought the same way she did. In the beginning he'd been too infatuated to contradict her. Her passion and zest for life had appealed to him. He'd thought her crazy antics would brighten his life. But her endless energy had been tiring, her penchant for trouble wearing, and after they'd had kids her irresponsibility had turned him off completely.
"I think you should add that pasta dish Sophia made the other night to the menu, Frank," Linda said. "The shrimp and fettuccine was delicious. You'll have to give me the recipe, Sophia, although I doubt I could re-create it. You're such a great cook."
He smiled to himself as Linda De Luca lavished praise on her mother-in-law. Linda had been married to the oldest De Luca son, Frank, for thirteen years, and she had a tendency to try too hard to fit in. When Linda found out Sophia collected music boxes, she began a collection of ceramic angels. When Sophia tried out a new recipe, Linda asked for it. Linda shopped at the same markets and dress shops. She went to the same dentist as her mother-in-law, and the same doctor. Not that he could blame Linda for wanting to emulate her mother-in-law or to create the same happy family as the De Lucas'. He'd tried to do much the same thing himself. Only he'd failed. Linda, on the other hand, seemed to be successful. She had four beautiful children and Frank.
He looked over at his brother-in-law, who was eating his linguine with the same seriousness Frank brought to every task. Instead of twirling the strands of pasta around his fork, Frank cut them with a knife and fork. He wasn't one to slurp or spill. He had to control everything and everyone around him. And the burden of such a need seemed to be aging him prematurely. Not yet forty, Frank had thinning hair and streaks of gray. His clothes were a little too tight, his shirtsleeves a little too short, his style a little too conservative.
"Michael?" Linda said. "What do you think?"
"What?" he asked, realizing she was waiting for him to reply to a question he didn't remember hearing.
Before she could answer, Frank jumped in. "We would have to charge more to cover the cost of shrimp. It would be cheaper to stick with chicken."
"Chicken is so dull," Linda said.
"Everything is dull to you lately," Frank snapped.
Michael studied them thoughtfully, suddenly noting the tension in their faces. He had a feeling they were talking about more than chicken.
Sophia cleared her throat. "That's a lovely idea, Linda. I'm sure Vincent will consider it. And I certainly appreciate the compliment."
"Personally, I think you should just stick with spaghetti," Tony said.
Vincent shook his head. "No one wants good, hearty spaghetti anymore. Do you know when I first started cooking for my father ..."
Michael paid scant attention to the rest of Vincent's story. He'd heard it all before. Vincent loved to talk, and the rest of the family listened with appropriate smiles and encouraging expressions, because Vincent was the heart of the De Lucas. A tall man with a lean body and stark white hair that provided a vivid contrast to his black eyes and olive skin, Vincent commanded respect. Despite his jovial manner, his word was law. The only one who had ever been able to bend his will was Angela. Vincent had always had a soft spot for his baby girl.
Tony nudged him as Vincent went on to another story. "Have you been dating anyone lately?" he asked quietly.
"Dating?" Michael said the word as if he didn't understand it. Actually it did sound foreign, not only the word but the thought. He hadn't gone on a date in eight years, not since he'd fallen head over heels in love with Angela.
"You know, going out with a woman," Tony prodded.
"No." He took a sip of his wine, wishing Tony would change the subject.
"Why not?"
"I don't think your parents would be happy to see me dating someone else."
"They wouldn't want to see you alone for the rest of your life. You're still young."
"I don't feel that young, and it's too soon."
"It's been a year."
"I'm busy."
"You're making excuses."
"I've got my hands full just getting my work done and taking care of the girls. The last thing I need is a relationship."
"What about sex?"
"Jesus!" Michael cast a quick glance around the table, praying no one had heard Tony's question, but Sophia and Vincent were now arguing with Linda and Frank about a movie they'd watched on television the night before. No one was paying them any attention. "There's more to life than sex," he murmured.
"Not much more," Tony said with a grin, "You can't tell me you don't miss it."
No, he couldn't tell him that. "My life is complicated. I've got children -- kids who won't talk to me. I can't throw a woman into the middle of this mess. And frankly I've got enough females in my life."
"You can never have too many women in your life." Tony sent him a thoughtful look. "You sure seemed interested in -- "
He cut him off.  "Don't say it. Don't even think it."
"You're right. It would be strange. Like dating Angela's twin sister or something."
"What are you talking about?" Linda asked, interrupting their conversation with a curious smile.
"Michael met a woman today," Tony said.  "She looks so much like Angie, she could have been her sister.
Vincent's fork clattered against his plate. He looked as shocked by Tony's words as Sophia had been earlier.
"Really?" Linda echoed. "Who is she?" 
"She's a teacher at the school where the girls are going," Michael replied, noting the pale tense faces of both Sophia and Vincent. Was it just the mention of Angela that bothered them? 
"Who wants coffee?" Sophia asked, trying to change the subject, but no one went with her.
"What a strange coincidence," Linda said. "Maybe she's a distant relative or something."
"She could be a cousin," Tony suggested.
"Enough," Vincent said abruptly. "No more of this talk. It upsets your mother." 
"I've been researching the family history," Linda began, "maybe --"
Vincent stood up so abruptly, his chair fell over backward. "No more."
"Linda, be quiet," Frank admonished, "This is none of your business." He helped his father with his chair while his wife sat back in her seat.
"I apologize," Linda said. 
"I'll get dessert," Sophia said, rising to her feet. "Linda, why don't you help me?"
As the women left, Vincent and Frank began to talk about the restaurant and the tension in the room eased. 
Tony looked at Michael. "What the hell was that about?" 
"I don't know," he said, wondering again why the mention of Joanna had caused such a strong reaction.  
"I guess it bothers my parents o know there's a woman walking around who looks like Angie, when she's no longer here," Tony muttered. 
"That's probably it," he said.
"What else could it be?"
That was a question he definitely couldn't answer.  
 
 



Chapter Six
 
Just past seven the next morning, Michael entered his daughters' bedroom. The sun peeked through the lace curtains, lighting the porcelain faces of the dolls on the dresser and the colorful rainbow mural painted on the wall.

This was his favorite time of day, when he could simply stand and stare at his two little angels in their matching nightgowns under their matching pink bedspreads. They were both still asleep. Lily, as usual, had kicked her way free of the covers. Rose still huddled like a baby in a womb, her hands tucked under her chin, her knees drawn up to her waist, covers still tightly in place.
The love he felt for his children overwhelmed him sometimes. He felt almost guilty to admit that it was far greater than what he had felt for their mother. He just wished he could make them feel what he felt, give them what was in his heart and make them take it.
Lily stirred and blinked. Rose also began to awaken. Michael didn't say anything to speed the process. There was plenty of time for Cheerios and teeth brushing and the mad dash to get ready for work and school. This moment was his and theirs --  together.
Rose's eyes focused on him, and she smiled as she sat up. Rose always woke up in a good mood. She'd been that way since she was a baby. It was Lily he hated to wake up in mid-dream. When she used to talk to him, he'd get an earful of angry whining at being awakened. Now she seemed content to just glare at him. Maybe there was some benefit to silence, he thought as she directed a scowl in his direction.
"Time to get up and have some breakfast." He pulled the curtains open. "Looks like a great day out there."
Rose got out of bed and stood next to him at the window. He put his arm around her shoulders as they looked out at the quiet street. After a moment she slipped her arms around his waist and hugged him, her face barreling into his stomach.
He felt his muscles tense, and his mouth actually trembled. But he didn't say anything. To comment on the behavior usually provoked a withdrawal, and right now he needed this hug a hell of a lot more than she did.
"I'm hungry," Lily announced, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. "What do you think we should have today, Rose? Waffles or cereal?"
"I'd like a waffle," Rose said, replying to Lily as she pulled away from Michael.
"One waffle coming up," Michael said.
"I think I'd rather have cereal, Rose," Lily said.
"And one bowl of cereal," Michael added, playing the game they played every morning where they talked to each other and not to him. "Slippers and robes, please. It's cold this morning." He paused, his attention drawn to the wizard on the night table. Mariah really was a beautiful creature, sculpted so carefully that she almost appeared to be real. Her smile looked knowing. In fact, she seemed to be laughing at him. "I wonder if Mariah could tell me how to get you both to talk to me," he mused.
Lily and Rose glanced at each other. Then Lily spoke to Rose. "Grandma Sophia said Mariah probably only talks to little girls."
"Or to people who believe in magic," Rose added.
"That's convenient." He turned to Mariah with a scowl. "I think you're a troublemaker," Mariah's smile seemed to grow wider. Michael shook his head. He needed coffee. For a second there he could have sworn her lips moved.
 
* * *
 
An hour and a half later, Michael helped the girls out of the car and watched them run into the school building without a backward glance. They weren't crying today or dawdling or pretending to be sick. They were excited and anxious to see Joanna again.
Joanna. His stomach turned over; his heart quickened. He was tempted to follow them inside. He'd thought of her all night. Or had he been thinking of Angela? The two women blurred in his mind, leaving him confused, restless, and ridiculously needy.
It was stupid. His dreams had probably been a result of Tony's relentless questioning about his sex life. He'd started thinking about how alone he was, how empty the bed was, how long it had been since he'd held a woman in his arms.
But Joanna Wingate was not Angela De Luca. He couldn't let himself think for an instant that there was any connection between the two women. Joanna was not attracted to him. Although the way she'd looked at him yesterday... No, that was just wishful thinking -- make that foolish thinking. The last thing he needed was attraction, especially to this woman.
That's why he wasn't going inside the school. He was going to his office, where he would work hard until he forgot about her. But as he turned away he caught a glimpse of a woman standing in one of the classroom windows -- a woman with dark brown hair and a lovely profile. He could see her slender figure bend as if she was saying hello to some children, possibly his children.
Michael's breath caught in his throat as she straightened, as she turned toward the window. He couldn't move. Silently he willed her to turn around. At the same time he prayed that she wouldn't.
 
* * *
 
"I dreamed about you last night, Mama," Rose said shyly. "I dreamt you came home, that you told us a bedtime story, and stayed with us until we went to sleep."
"Oh, honey." Joanna tucked a strand of Rose's hair behind her ear. "You know it was just a dream."
"But it seemed so real. You even kissed my forehead. And you smelled so good."
"She wasn't really there, Rose," Lily interrupted. "Because I went into Daddy's room last night after he went to sleep, and he was all alone in his big bed." Lily looked up at Joanna. "Daddy never sleeps on your side, you know. He's waiting for you to come home."
She caught her breath at the image of Michael Ashton alone, waiting for the woman he loved to come back to his bed. Shaking her head, she forced herself to focus on the girls.  She was determined to convince them that she was not their mother.  "Your dad didn't come in with you today?" she asked. 
"He had to go to work. He said we should call you Joanna," Lily added. 
"That's a good idea. You need to remember that even though I look like your mother, I'm not her, right?"
"I guess we still can't talk to Daddy then," Rose said with a sigh.
"What do you mean?" Joanna asked.
Rose sent a questioning look in Lily's direction. Lily shook her head. "Nothing."
She debated pushing the issue, then decided against it. She did not need to get more involved in the Ashton family. She would just treat them like any other students.
"Why don't you two start coloring? We'll have circle time in a few minutes." Joanna glanced out the window. Michael Ashton stood on the sidewalk, staring at the school -- at her. She wanted to look away, but couldn't. Even from this distance, she felt a pull in his direction. It was so strong, it was almost frightening.
Suddenly Michael turned and walked briskly to his car. He got in and sped down the street before she had a chance to move. She should have been glad he was gone, but a part of her wanted him to come back.
 
* * *
 
"I'm glad you're back," Vincent said to Tony as they walked through the main dining room of De Luca's restaurant. As his father stopped to confer with one of the waitresses, Tony took in a deep breath, assaulted by the familiar scents of garlic, onion, olive oil, rosemary, and basil. The aroma of warm focaccia bread just out of the oven, mixed with the tangy scent of tomato sauce, made him hungry, not just for the food but for the past, for the family he had missed this last year.
He walked farther into the center of the room. De Luca's had changed little over the years. It was still a first-class dining room with quality linens and crystal. The luxurious, intimate booths around the periphery of the room were lit by hand-painted lamps that graced the center of each table. The thick carpet, the photographs on the wall, the carefully placed vases, and the fresh flowers made one think of home, of romance, of tradition, of family.
That's what De Luca's was all about. The dining room was filled every night with extended family, neighbors, and friends who dined regularly at the restaurant, rarely looking at the menu but simply asking Louis or Vincent to make one of their special dishes for them.
The restaurant still drew celebrities, not the types who wanted to be seen, but those who wanted good food, privacy, respect, and a sense of home. He had grown up working at the restaurant, bussing tables, helping in the kitchen, serving, hosting, tending bar; anything and everything that needed to be done, he had done it. Not willingly, not with his heart, but out of duty and lack of funds.
His father had instilled in him the idea that one day he would run De Luca's with Frank. Tony had let the idea float for years. After all, who was he to turn his back on a ready-made job? He even majored in restaurant management because it was easier to go along with the plan than fight it, especially when he didn't have any better ideas.
He'd spent years sailing all day and bartending all night. Damn, he'd wasted a lot of time. A decade of his life had slipped by before he'd even noticed. It had taken Angela's death to shake him out of his aimlessness, although he doubted anyone else in the family would realize that. They thought he'd simply run away.
Okay, so he had run away. But he had also worked hard the past year, running charters, bartending, even dealing blackjack on a floating casino. He'd banked his money instead of spending it, working two and three jobs so he could afford freedom. Finally, with a lot of hard work and a little luck at the poker table, he'd managed to buy his own boat. He didn't know quite what he was going to do with it, but it was a start.
Now he just had to convince his father that his self-imposed hiatus was going to continue forever, that he wasn't ever coming back. 
Stepping behind the gold marble-topped bar, he studied the myriad of bottles on the shelf. He needed a drink to get through the next few minutes. A little buzz to dull the shouting when it began, and he knew it would begin. His father had never been one to discuss things calmly and quietly.
He picked up a bottle of tequila and poured himself a shot. The liquid burned his throat in a deliciously familiar way. He poured himself another shot.
"Are you planning to pay for those?" a woman asked sharply.
He turned in surprise. De Luca's had always been a family-owned and operated business. Most of the waitresses were related to him in some form or fashion, but not this woman, with her red hair, snapping blue eyes, and pale, lightly freckled skin. Her voice had a lilt to it. Irish, he guessed.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"I might be asking you the same question. We're not open yet."
"This place is always open for me. I'm the owner."
"Are you now? And I suppose you'll be saying your name is Frank or Vincent next."
"Tony," he said with a grin. "Anthony Enrico De Luca, to be exact."
"Ah, the black sheep younger brother. I've heard about you." She set her tray on the bar.
"What have you heard?"
"That when the going gets tough, you get going."
Tony felt the words puncture his heart like steel-tipped darts sinking into a board. He raised the shot glass to his lips and drained it. "You must have been talking to my big brother."
"Is it true what he says?"
"Would you believe me if I said it wasn't?" 
"Judging by the tequila you're swigging, probably not."
"And what might your name be?"
"Kathleen Shannon."
"And what possessed my father to let a little Irish breeze blow through this place?" he asked, allowing his gaze to travel down her body. She was dressed in a short black skirt with a white blouse and a black bow tie, the typical De Luca's uniform. But her body was far too curvy and her legs far too slender and sexy to fit the supposedly demure nature of her uniform.
"I suppose he thought I'd please the customers."
"And do you please the customers?" he asked, enjoying her sharp wit more than was prudent.
"Depends on how big a tip they'll be leaving."
"Ah, but you don't know that until it's too late."
"Oh, I can tell right away. Believe me, I know when to suck up." She tossed him a saucy smile.
"Then you should be sucking up to me. I'm the owner's son. I could be your boss one day."
She gave a full, generous laugh that lit up her entire face. "All the saints will be in hell before that happens."
"Why do you say that?"
"Some men are born to rule, some to follow, some to ponder, some to wander."
"What the hell does that mean?"
Kathleen laughed again and disappeared into the kitchen. What an irritatingly smug, arrogant woman. Gorgeous, too, not that it mattered. She was right about one thing; he was definitely not going to be her boss. Not that he could picture anyone being that woman's boss, least of all his brother Frank.
His father walked over to the bar, and Tony hastily slid the bottle of tequila back in its place.
"Tony, my son," Vincent said. "What do you think of the place?"
"It looks the same."
"We've been waiting for you to come back."
His stomach knotted. He'd hoped the issue wouldn't come up right away, but his father wasted no time. He shouldn't have been surprised. De Luca's was always at the front of Vincent's mind.
"I came home to visit, not to work. I've bought a boat. I'm planning to open my own charter business."
Vincent shook his head. "No. You want to sail on the weekends, fine, but this is your business. This is where you belong. I'm not getting any younger. I want you and Frank to run the restaurant when I retire."
"You're not going to retire for a long time," Tony argued.
"This will be my last Christmas at the restaurant."
"Is something wrong?" he asked in surprise.
"I'm tired." Vincent waved his hands. "The customers are getting younger. They want new dishes. They don't recognize the people in the photographs on the wall. They don't talk about us in the Chronicle anymore. We're losing business. You and Frank can bring it back. Frank, he has the smart head. But you, you have the smile. The ladies, they will come to see you. Louis' son, Rico, will keep them here with his cooking, and Frank will make sure they pay the bill. It is the perfect solution."
Yeah, if he wanted to run a restaurant -- which he didn't. "I'm sorry. Papa, but I can't do this. I'm not cut out to be inside all day long. I hate that it's so dark in here. I like windows and wide, open spaces and the sound of the ocean and the birds as they dive into the water to search for dinner. I belong on the sea, not here in this restaurant."
Vincent's eyes filled with disappointment. "Those are the words of a young boy. You are a man now. I provided for you. I gave you a roof over your head, food in your stomach, clothes on your back, and you cannot do this for me? For your mother? For your brother? For the loving memory of your sister? We are a family. This is what the De Lucas do."
"Not this De Luca."
"You would turn your back on your family?" 
Anger ripped through him. He damned his father for making him feel guilty and damned himself for letting it happen.
Fortunately their conversation was interrupted when Vincent's brother, Louis, stalked out of the kitchen screaming about the scrawny chicken in his hands. Suddenly Vincent and Louis were arguing about the cost of meat as they had done every day of their lives. Frank came into the middle of it, then his cousin Rico. They all shouted at the same time, each one determined to make his point.
Tony slowly backed away. He couldn't do this. He couldn't work in this restaurant and argue about chicken wings for the rest of his life. He couldn't spend his days in a room with no windows. He couldn't cook worth a damn, and he hated to budget. The only remotely good thing about the restaurant was the free booze.
He shouldn't have come home. They didn't understand him. They never had. Not even Michael really knew how restless he was.
He moved toward the kitchen door, sensing freedom. The door opened behind him, and a voice spoke in his ear. "The back alley is clear if you're looking for a way out," Kathleen Shannon said.
He scowled at her knowing grin. "Who says I'm planning to leave?"
"Your eyes. You have the look of a desperate man who's seeing the prison doors slamming shut one by one, until there's no possible chance for escape. I've seen that look before."
He wanted to question her cryptic answer, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw Frank turn in his direction. Like a coward he fled through the back door into the alley, past the trash cans, and down the sidewalk until he hit the street, until he saw the bay in the distance, the marina, the flags on the boats, the Golden Gate Bridge -- freedom. He'd escaped. And damn that Kathleen Shannon for reading him so right. Nobody knew his private thoughts, and that's the way he liked it.
 
* * *
 
Caroline Wingate took a deep breath and opened the door to the den, her husband's private sanctuary. She could still see him sitting in the leather chair behind the desk, chatting on the phone as he smoked one of his favorite Cuban cigars, or asleep on the couch with a fishing magazine resting against his chest, gently snoring.
"Oh, Edward," she whispered, placing a hand to her heart. "Why did you have to die first?"
Because Edward had done everything first. He had taken the lead in every decision they'd made. A warm, spontaneous man who loved life with every breath, he had overwhelmed her at their first meeting. She had been working as a secretary at a law firm. Her boss and Edward were partners in a land deal. Edward had begun to stop by once or twice a week to drop off papers.
Quiet and shy by nature, she had never imagined that a man so full of vim and vigor could be interested in her. She didn't have much confidence in herself or in her looks. She'd barely dated in high school. In college she'd buried herself in books rather than face lonely Saturday nights.
After graduation her friends had spent time planning their upcoming weddings. She, on the other hand, had looked for a job. When she met Edward at age twenty-six, she had yet to receive even one declaration of love, much less a proposal.
But somehow, mysteriously, Edward Wingate saw something in her that he liked. He proposed to her one month after they met, and she accepted, thrilled beyond belief to finally be moving into the next stage of her life.
Although the marriage started off right, the babies she longed for didn't come. Six years of trying elicited nothing. When she turned thirty-two, she began to panic. The doctors told her to relax. She read what few books there were on infertility, but no one seemed to have any answers. She researched the best possible time of the month to conceive, and insisted that she and Edward have sex at just that time, regardless of whether she felt like it or not. Having a baby became her quest.
The world outside ceased to exist. All she'd cared about was the baby that she didn't yet have. She felt like a failure and withdrew from all her friends, refusing invitations to parties so she wouldn't have to explain why she and Edward didn't have children. Sometimes she'd blamed herself for their problem. Sometimes she'd blamed Edward. The silences grew longer, the space in the middle of the bed colder.
It was the worst time of their marriage. But finally a miracle happened, and Joanna came along. Joanna had pulled them back together with the force of her smile and the power of her love. Their family was finally complete. After that, she and Edward never talked about the early days, both content to enjoy the daughter they finally had.
The three of them had been inseparable over the years. Until two months ago. Until Edward had died.
Now she only had Joanna.
Joanna, who wanted to go through her father's papers.
Caroline couldn't allow her daughter to do that. She took another deep breath as she looked at the papers in front of her, not sure where to begin. Edward had done everything for her, paid the bills, invested their money, repaired the cars, repainted the house, and remodeled the kitchen. He'd made all the decisions, and she'd never questioned his wisdom.
When something didn't look quite right, she had simply turned away. Now she was afraid to look away, afraid that if she didn't face this particular task head-on, Joanna would, and God only knew what she'd find out.
Caroline had loved Edward with all her heart, and he had loved her; she was sure of that. But there were secrets between them. She was sure of that, too.



Chapter Seven
 
Can I tell you a secret, Joanna?" Rose asked in a hushed voice as the rest of the class worked on an art project.
Joanna sat back in her desk chair, a little wary, but too intrigued to say no. "Okay," she said.
"It's about Daddy."
Warning bells rang in her mind, but she couldn't make herself end it now.  Instead she said, "What about him?"
"One day I almost broke my promise to you. I almost talked to him. He was saying good night and giving me a hug, and ..." Rose's eyes filled with anguish. "And he said he just wanted to hear me say 'I love you' out loud. And I wanted to say 'I love you.' I started to, but then I remembered my promise. Is that why it took you so long to come back? Did you hear me say I? Did you think I'd forgotten?"
"Oh, Rose." Joanna didn't know where to begin to untangle the story she had just heard. "I'm not sure I understand everything you just said, but let's try to remember one thing. I'm not your mother, and you didn't make me a promise. Okay?"
Rose nodded, but she didn't look convinced.
"Now, why can't you talk to your dad?"
"Because she can't," Lily said, interrupting them. She shot Rose a dark look. "You weren't supposed to tell."
"But if she's Mama, she already knows."
"She wants to make sure you can keep the secret," Lily insisted. "It's a test, like when we went to the store and Mama said if we were good she'd buy us ice cream."
"Lily, I'm not testing you." Joanna looked from one to the other, wishing she could somehow make them understand she was not their mother. "Why don't you tell me what you promised your mother and why? Maybe then I can help you."
"If you're not our mother, we can't tell you," Rose said with a sigh.
"Just like we couldn't tell the doctors who gave us jelly beans," Lily added.
"Or Grandma Sophia or Uncle Tony."
"Or Uncle Frank or Aunt Linda," Lily continued.
"Mama told us we couldn't talk to Daddy until she came back, that we had to keep this secret, and if you're not her, then she's not back yet," Rose finished.
She sighed. In just two days of teaching at the elementary school level, she had already learned that six-year-olds were incredibly literal. "Girls, I know it's difficult to accept, but your mother isn't coming back. She's in heaven now. She'll always be with you, but only in your hearts."
"That's what the doctors told us," Lily said matter-of-factly.
"And Daddy and Grandma Sophia -- "
"Grandpa Vincent and Aunt Linda."
"Then don't you think you should believe them?" Joanna said, interrupting the litany of family names.
Rose looked at Lily. "Can I tell her?"
Lily shook her head.
"Mama said people might think she wasn't coming back," Rose said defiantly.
"Rose, you promised," Lily said angrily.
"Not that. I didn't promise that."
While the girls argued, Joanna stood up and began to put away the art supplies. She couldn't help wondering exactly how their mother had died. Was there some possibility that Angela wasn't dead? But how could that be? None of it made sense, not their cryptic promise or their mother's strange words. Of course, the fact that she resembled this woman didn't make sense either. She'd never looked like anyone in her life, not even her own parents. To think that her own face was so similar to this woman's that her children were confused was mind-boggling. 
 
* * *
 
Forty minutes later Michael arrived, with a sexy, weary look about him.  His tie hung loose around his collar, his shirtsleeves were rolled up to his forearms, and a smudge of dirt streaked across one cheek. Joanna reminded herself to stay cool. Michael Ashton was a parent. She was a teacher. There was no other relationship between them, and there never would be. In the fall she'd go back to Stanford, and Happy Hollow School would be just a memory.
"Good afternoon," she said.
"Joanna." His warm, husky voice and inviting smile took away her calm.
"The girls had a good day," she said hurriedly, feeling a desperate need to launch into conversation, anything to distract him from looking at her the way he was looking at her, with intensity, with curiosity, with ... "Lily, Rose, why don't you show your father your artwork? They painted animals today," she added as the girls retrieved their pictures.
"Great. I trust the paint went only on the paper," he said with a knowing smile.
She reluctantly smiled back. "Actually Rose's white tennis shoes are now pink. I'm sorry. I didn't catch it until it was too late. I scrubbed them with water, and we got most of the paint off, but not all of it. But it could have been worse. They started off bright red."
"It could have been a lot worse. Your shoes could be bright red."
"The girls aren't that bad. They're just exuberant and creative."
He laughed. "Really? I don't think we're talking about the same children."
"They've been very well behaved."
"Well, that's amazing.  It must be you. Because the last five nannies certainly didn't think so."
"Really -- five nannies?"
He nodded. "But you've turned my little monsters into little angels."
"You're giving me too much credit."
As his gaze grew thoughtful, she cleared her throat, relieved when Lily and Rose interrupted them, handing their pictures to their father.
While they were showing him their work, she rearranged the books in the reading corner, hoping that keeping her hands occupied would also distract her thoughts. It didn't work. Maybe because the room was so silent.
She couldn't help glancing at the girls and their father. Rose and Lily held out their work, but didn't say a word to Michael, despite his encouraging responses. They smiled at him and looked pleased, but no sounds came out of their mouths. When Michael looked at her she saw a gleam of hopelessness in his eyes, and her heart went out to him.
"Why don't you tell your dad about your day?" Joanna said to Rose. "I'm sure he'd like to hear what else you did."
Rose looked unsure. Her gaze traveled to Lily, who once again shook her head.
"It's okay, Joanna. I'm used to it," Michael said.
"How could you be?"
"I don't have a choice."
"Do you want us to wash the paintbrushes before we go, Joanna?" Rose asked.
She hesitated. She should probably send them on their way, but she couldn't let Michael go without finding out more about their situation. "If your father doesn't mind waiting a few minutes," she said.
"No, in fact, I'd like to speak to you."
"What did you want to talk to me about?" Joanna asked as the girls ran into the back room to wash the brushes.
"Did the girls tell you that they don't speak to me?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Did they say why?"
She heard the desperation in his voice and wished she could give him a better answer. "No. Rose wanted to, but Lily stopped her."
"Lily always stops her. Damn." His fists clenched at his side, then slowly unclenched. "Someday they're going to come clean. I just have to be patient. God, I hate that word."
"They did tell me something else.  They said their mother told them people might say she wasn't coming back, but that they shouldn't believe it. Do you know what they meant?"
He shook his head, his jaw tightening.  "No, but then I didn't understand most of what Angela said, especially those last few months. We had a fight the day she died. She wanted to go to a party with friends. I asked her to stay home and take care of the girls because I had to work. Angela wanted to find yet another baby-sitter. I had begun to think I was working overtime simply to pay for an endless parade of teenagers who ran up my phone bill and cleaned out my refrigerator. Anyway, I left the house in a fury, and I have no idea what Angela said to the girls after that or what they think happened between us. They've never told anyone."
"Part of some promise they made to their mother. I got that much."
"You're doing better than most of us."
"Mr. Ashton --"
"Call me Michael."
"Michael." His name sounded so intimate on her lips, she almost regretted using it. Despite her best intentions they seemed to be moving from Mr. Ashton and Miss Wingate to Michael and Joanna.
"Yes?" he prodded.
She hesitated, knowing she was about to cross a line, she probably shouldn't cross.  But she couldn't stop herself.  "If you don't mind my asking -- how did your wife die?"
He stared at her for a moment, his expression grim, then said, "Angela fell off a boat. There was a party going on, a lot of drinking." The monotone of his voice slid into anger. "Heavy,  irresponsible drinking." He paused, obviously fighting his bitterness. "The seas were rough that night. If they'd stayed in the bay, they might have been all right, but they headed out to the ocean.  According to witnesses, the waves were so big, they came over the side of the boat. People scrambled to grab on to things. Somehow in the midst of the panic, Angela fell overboard."
"My God," she whispered, putting a hand to her mouth.  "How horrible."
"They never found her body." He drew in a big breath.  "None of us had a chance to say good-bye.  According to the doctors who have spoken to the twins, that's why they're having trouble accepting her death.  Not that I would have let them see her, even if we had found her body.  I wouldn't have put them through that.  I want them to remember her as she was, as their mother."
Joanna impulsively touched his arm, wishing she could say something to ease his pain. "I am so sorry.  I don't know what to say."
"There's nothing to say.  It was a tragic accident, one that could and should have been prevented."
She heard the self-blame in his voice. "By you?  You weren't even there."
"I shouldn't have let her leave the house.  I shouldn't have gone to work that day."  He shrugged away from her hand, pacing restlessly around the small tables.  "If I had stayed home, she'd still be alive.  It's that simple."
"There's nothing simple about it," she said quietly.  "But I know there isn't anything I can say that will ease your guilt."
"No, there isn't," he said flatly.
"Thanks for telling me.  It helps me to understand where the girls are coming from. I just have to ask -- if no one found her body, are you absolutely sure --"
"Yeah, I'm sure," he said quickly, cutting her off.  "Two people saw her fall into the water. Angela wasn't wearing a life jacket.  She was drunk and she wasn't a good swimmer. The Coast Guard circled the area for hours. They sent in divers." Michael glanced over his shoulder to see if the girls had returned, but they were still in the back. "There was no way she could have survived."
She nodded.  "But something she said to the girls that night is preventing them from accepting her death."
He shrugged.  "Whatever that was.  Maybe they'll tell you, because you look so much like her."
"Really?" she asked.  "It's hard to believe I look that much like her."
"There are differences, but there are a lot of similarities."
She frowned. "I need to see her.  Do you have a photo of Angela?" 
His jaw dropped.  "Uh, yes, of course.  Not with me, but at the house."
"Can I come over?" 
He hesitated. "I suppose you could. When?"
She could have said next week, next month, next year. Instead she said, "Now."
"Now?" he echoed. "Right now?"
She nodded, determined to put an end to the craziness.  She would see Angela's photograph and point out their differences. There was no way she could look exactly like another person. It was impossible. Once that was done, she could go back to treating Michael and the girls like any other family in the school.
"Maybe that's a good idea," he said slowly. "Side by side, it will be easier for the girls to realize you're not their mother." 
"Exactly."
Michael turned as the girls walked toward the front of the room, carrying coffee cans filled with clean paintbrushes. "Joanna is coming home -- " he said, only to be cut off by the girls' exuberant cries.
"Just to see a picture of your mother," Joanna warned.  
"Do you want to see our room, too?" Lily asked as she set the paintbrushes down on the table.
"Okay."
"And the backyard?" Rose asked, clapping her hands in delight.
"All right."
"And the treehouse Daddy built for us last year?"
"Yes," she said, feeling herself being pulled into quicksand. "I want to see it all.  And I want you to see that I'm not your mother," she added, but the girls were too excited that she was coming over to their house to listen.  She hoped this trip would make things better, but she had the terrible feeling, it might make things worse. 
 
* * *
 
"When I said I wanted to see everything, I didn't mean your father's bedroom," Joanna said as Lily and Rose threw open the door to Michael's room.
Michael put a hand on the small of her back, a polite touch that should not have sent a tingle down her spine. 
"I have a photograph of Angela in my bedroom," Michael said. "It's the girls' favorite picture. I think that's why they want you to see it first."
"Oh." He had a picture of his wife in his bedroom. Of course. He probably went to bed thinking of Angela, dreaming about her, wishing she hadn't died.
"This is where you and Daddy used to sleep," Rose said, interrupting her thoughts.
Joanna grew hot at the thought of Michael and herself in the king-size bed with the down comforter and the fluffy pillows. But this was not where she and Michael slept. This was where he had slept with his wife, with Angela.
For a moment she couldn't move, but Michael pushed her forward, urging her into the room. There was no turning back.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the portrait hanging on the wall across from the bed. She didn't look at it just yet. Instead she concentrated on the room itself, drawing courage from the normalcy of the decor. She wanted something to combat the eerie feeling, the sense of uneasiness that threatened to overwhelm her.
The room was a poignant mix of male and female. The floral curtains were soft and feminine. The exercise bike in the corner was stainless steel. The old Italian lace doilies on the dresser softened the dark, masculine cherry wood. The bright rainbow-colored pillows eased the hard lines of the antique lounger. There were knickknacks on every available shelf, music boxes and hand-blown glass figures mixed with basketball trophies and an autographed baseball.
Everywhere she turned she saw the contrasts, the hard edges, the soft curves. Man and woman. Michael and his wife. She swallowed hard.
"It's there," Michael said quietly.
Joanna slowly turned to face the picture and felt as if she were looking into a mirror. Her heart stopped.
Angela Ashton had dark brown wavy hair. It was shorter than Joanna's, but Angela had parted it on the same side. Joanna stared at the face, wanting to see the differences, but all she saw was a pair of brown eyes that matched her own, the same full mouth, the same straight nose.
"Oh my God." Joanna felt faint, hot, dizzy. The impossible had suddenly become possible. "She looks just like me," she whispered. "How could that be?"
Michael didn't answer, his gaze still fixed on the portrait.
"She could be my sister," Joanna added as she took another look at the photograph. Angela was smiling, but as Joanna stared into Angela's eyes, it seemed as if the other woman was trying to tell her something.  Maybe "Get the hell out of my bedroom" and "Stay away from my husband and children."
For a moment Joanna thought Angela might have spoken the words aloud, so clearly had they rung through her head. "I have to go," she said in panic. "I have to get out of here." She ran from the room, hearing the girls call after her in surprise, hearing Michael tell them to go to their room.
Michael caught up with her at the front door. He slammed his hand against the wood as she tried to open it. "Wait."
"No, let me go. Please, let me go." In truth, she was asking him to do much more than move away from the door.
"I can't." His husky voice told her he understood exactly what she was thinking, what she was feeling.
"This is wrong. I'm not her. I'm not your wife. I'm not the girls' mother. I can't stay here."
"Joanna, calm down." He put his hands on her shoulders to steady her. "No one is forcing you to stay. I just don't want you to drive home while you're so upset."
She wasn't upset; she was terrified, scared to death of a photograph of a woman who'd been dead for a year. "I'm going crazy," She put a hand to her forehead.
"You're not crazy. I felt just as shaken when I saw you yesterday morning."
"They say everyone has a twin, but I never believed it."
"Maybe you're a distant cousin."
"There is no Italian blood in our family. My ancestors came from Germany and France, Norway and Sweden."
"It might go back a few generations. Somewhere along the line the blood got mixed."
"I've studied our family history. I know where everyone came from. I know what most of them looked like. No one had hair or eyes as dark as mine." Joanna drew in a shaky breath. "I look more like your wife than I look like my parents."
"You do?" he asked in surprise.
"Yes."
As they stared at each other, a hundred silent questions raced between them. Nothing made sense. Her mind leapt from the realistic to the implausible. Maybe her mother had had another daughter and given her away. But her mother had always said she wanted more children; she wouldn't have given a child away. What if she had been switched at birth with another baby, one who had blond hair and looked more like Edward and Caroline Wingate than she did? Maybe she was really Italian, a distant relation of the De Lucas.
Or perhaps it was all just an incredible coincidence.
"There are differences between you," Michael said slowly. "If you look closely enough."
And damn if he wasn't looking closely, she thought.  "What differences?" she asked with desperation, trying to grab on to anything that made sense.
"Your voice. It's softer. And your build." He put his hand on top of Joanna's head and drew an imaginary line over to himself. She came up to his lips, to his mouth. He could have kissed her forehead if she'd taken a step forward. "Angela was shorter. She only came up to my shoulders. She was wiry and thin, not much flesh on her frame,"
As his gaze ran down her body, her full breasts, her long legs, she felt as if he were undressing her, comparing them both in his mind. She couldn't help feeling she would come up short. Her mother was gorgeous and thin. Models were gorgeous and thin. To her, beauty had a somewhat bony look, not her look, not her curvy look.
"What else?" she asked, trying to distract his gaze. It only made him look at her again.
He tipped his head to one side as he considered her question. "Your skin. Angela had dark skin, and her teeth were a little crooked in front."
"I had braces, and I never go in the sun. I always worry about skin cancer." She gave a self-deprecating laugh. "I read too much."
"That's two more differences between you. Angela never worried about anything, and her reading didn't extend beyond Cosmo." He shook his head at the memories. "She was one of a kind -- at least I thought so until yesterday."
"Joanna?" Lily said, interrupting their conversation.
Joanna turned as Lily and Rose came down the stairs, their expressions wary and uncertain.
"Are you okay?" Rose asked, worry etched across her small face.
Joanna took a deep breath. At least they had called her by her own name. Her panic began to subside.  "I'm fine. It was just such a shock. No wonder you all thought I was your mother."
Lily and Rose exchanged a long glance.
"But I'm not," Joanna said forcefully.
The girls nodded, but they didn't actually say yes.
Joanna turned to Michael. "They don't believe me, do they?"
"You're asking me what they think?" He gave a helpless shrug. "I have no idea what goes through their heads. Do you want to see more pictures?"
Look into Angela's face again? "No, I've seen enough."
"You haven't." Michael took her hand and pulled her into the living room, where there were photos on the mantel of Angela and the girls at various stages of their lives. "Look at these. This is the woman we lived with."
Reluctantly Joanna studied each photo. After a moment she had to admit she could see the differences between them, especially when she saw Angela's build, when she made note of all the details Michael had brought forth earlier. Besides the physical differences, Angela dressed in bright colors, in tight blue jeans and black leather pants, with chunky jewelry and long dangling earrings.  She had a hard, party-girl, wild child look to her.  
"See," Michael said. "Not exactly twins."
"No, not at all," she said, feeling a tremendous sense of relief at that realization.  "Our features are similar, but not exact." 
"Feel better?"
"A little. Thanks for showing me these photographs.  I can now see why you all looked at me with such shock."
"Do you want to see our room now?" Rose asked. 
"Oh." She hesitated.  "I should go."
Rose's bottom lip trembled.  "Okay."
 She felt rotten at the look in Rose's eyes, but she felt a desperate need to get out of the house.
"Another time," she said. 
"Yeah, another time would be better," Michael agreed. "I have a project to finish, so I need to go back to work for a few hours. I'm going to drop you both off at Grandma's." 
"I don't want to go to Grandma's, do you, Rose?" Lily turned to her sister for confirmation.
"No, I want to stay here," Rose said, following her sister's lead, and as usual directing her comments to her sister and not to her father.  
But as they looked at their dad, they folded their arms across their chests in pure defiance.
Michael sighed as he looked at Joanna. "Ah -- another mutiny. If we were on a boat, the girls would have had me walk the plank by now."
She was impressed by his calm. He was constantly outnumbered and the girls were very united.  
"So, what are you going to do with them?" she asked.
"Well, I have several options. I can make them eat broccoli for every meal, or I can -- tickle them," he said as he tackled the girls and tickled them until their frowns turned to smiles and their giggles filled the room like a delightful melody.
As she watched them, her heart filled with emotion. There were no words spoken, but there was love. She could see it in the way they played, the way they touched, the way they looked at their father. And why wouldn't they love him? As far as she could tell, he was a good man, a protective, loving father, who was doing everything he could to give them what they needed. And their actions also reminded her a little of her own father, and how much she missed him. 
Finally, Michael ended the game.  As he tucked in his shirt, he said, "Now go upstairs and get whatever you want to take to Grandma's, but no paint, no Play-Doh and no motorized cars that will crash into any of her furniture," he added as they scrambled up the stairs.
"You're great with them," she said.
He gave her a self-deprecating smile. "I'm not great. If I was, they'd be talking to me."
"You're too hard on yourself.  They've been through a terrible trauma."
"I know.  But it doesn't make it easier to deal with their silence.  I feel like they blame me for their mother being gone.  And, hell, maybe they should.  Anyway, hopefully one day they'll come around." 
"I'm sure they will. They do love you, Michael. I can see it in their eyes when they look at you. Even if they can't say it, they feel it."
He drew in a quick breath. "I'd give up my life for them."
She nodded. "If there's anything I can do to make this easier, I'll try."
"You're already doing it," he said. "I'm glad you came over.  I think we all needed to see you in this house."
"So you can see I'm not her."
He nodded. "It's very clear to me now."
She appreciated that fact. "Good. It's a little less clear to me, I have to admit. Would you mind if I took a photo of Angela with me to show my mother? I don't think she'll believe how much we look alike without proof. And I'd really like to get her input."
"Help yourself."
She picked up a photo from the mantel.  "Thanks."
"I'll walk you out," he said, leading her toward the front door. 
"So you said you have a project to finish-- what kind of work do you do?" she asked.
"I'm an architect."
"Really?" she asked, pausing as they stepped onto the porch.  As a historian she'd studied a fair amount of architectural history. "Homes or buildings?"
"For the past ten years I've specialized in high-rise office buildings."
"Oh." She couldn't help the disappointment in her voice.
"Something wrong with that?" he questioned, his gaze narrowing.
"No, I'm sure you're designing beautiful buildings for the work force."
"I am.  In fact, I've just been offered a chance to design a new fifty-story building downtown to replace the Stratton Hotel."
"The Stratton? You're going to tear down the Stratton?" she asked in shock.  She had celebrated her sixteenth birthday at the Stratton. Her mother had taken her to afternoon tea at the Stratton. It wasn't just a hotel, it was a piece of San Francisco history as well as her own personal history. She couldn't stand the thought of it being gone. Every time she turned around, she seemed to be losing something else. "I can't believe you're going to tear down that beautiful hotel. Why don't you restore it?"
"It's not my call. I don't own the property."
"But you're part of the process," she argued. "Don't you care about history or tradition? It's people like you who are destroying our cities."
"It's people like me who bring new beauty to blighted areas."
"So it's out with the old, in with the new. Maybe if you're lucky, when you're old and sick someone will take you out and shoot you instead of trying to nurse you back to health."
"It's not the same thing." He put his hands on his hips and scowled at her.
"It's exactly the same thing."
"What's it to you anyway?"
"I'm a historian. I believe in preserving our heritage, the traditions of our past."
"I thought you were a first grade teacher."
"Only this summer. In the fall I'll finish up my Ph.D. in American history."
He stared at her for a long moment. "I didn't think anybody majored in history any more, much less got a Ph.D. There's no money in it."
"I'm not in it for the money," she retorted, disturbed by his comment. 
"So you're independently wealthy?"
"I have enough to live on."
He tugged at his tie. "It's easier to have ideals when you don't need money. But I've got two kids and a mortgage. We all have to make choices. And right now tearing down the Stratton is the least of my worries." He paused, tilting his head thoughtfully. "You really are nothing like Angela."
This time it sounded like a criticism. "Well, if she thought like you do, thank God for that," she snapped, as she headed down the steps.  
"You're taking this a little too personally," he said, following her out to her car.  "It's just an old building."
"I have a lot of memories that involve the Stratton," she said.  
"You'll still have them even if the building is gone."
"It won't be the same. Nothing will be the same." She drew in a deep breath.  "My father died a few months ago. I feel like everything is changing so fast, and I can't stop it."
He met her gaze. "I know exactly how that feels. I'm sorry about your dad."
"Thank you.  And I'm sorry I blew up at you. Your work is none of my business."
"You have a lot of passion, Joanna," he said, his gaze thoughtful. "You remind me a little of me -- a few years ago."
"What changed?"
"Life," he said with a helpless shrug. "Responsibilities. Maybe I did sell off a piece of my soul, but I thought it was the right thing to do. I wanted to make my wife happy, proud. In the end, it didn't work." 
"So," she said, "what about now?  It's never too late to get your soul back."
He gave her a doubtful smile. "Are you sure about that?"


Chapter Eight
 

Rose looked out the window, watching her father and Joanna talked.  "Joanna is leaving," she said with a sigh. "I wish she'd stayed longer."
Lily crept up on the bed next to her, and they both rested their elbows on the ledge, their chins in their hands. "She's so pretty -- just like Mama."
"You don't think she is Mama, do you?" Rose asked.
"I don't know. I like her long hair."
"Me, too."
"We have to make her stay," Lily said decisively.
"How?"
"Maybe you should pretend to be sick."
"Me? Why don't you do it?"
"Because everyone knows you get sick more than me."
"I do not," Rose said, even though she did. Lily never even got colds.
"Let's ask Mariah what to do," Lily said. She slid off the bed and walked to the desk. She rubbed her hand over the glass ball. The light flashed, the globe sparkled, and Mariah smiled at them. "How can we make Joanna stay with us?" Lily asked.
"Don't be a fool. Don't leave your toys at school."
"Huh?" Rose asked. "What does she mean?"
Lily frowned. Then her eyes lit up. "Peter Panda Bear. You can't find him. You must have left him at school."
"No, I didn't. I brought him home in my backpack."
"If you left him at school, we would have to go back and look for him with Daddy -- and with Joanna," Lily said proudly. "Because everyone knows you can't go to sleep without Peter Panda Bear."
Rose jumped to her feet, catching on. "Okay. I'll do it."
"You have to cry really loud." Lily studied her with a critical eye. "And sniff a lot. Remember, don't talk to Daddy. Just talk to Joanna."
 
* * *
 
Joanna stared at Michael. Their conversation had gotten far too personal and far too deep for two people who barely knew each other and yet it felt completely and oddly right. "I do think you can change your life," she said. "Learn from your past mistakes so that you can avoid making bad decisions in the future."
"That sounds like an  historian," he said lightly.
"Well, it's true. We can never escape the past, so we might as well learn from it."
"I agree; I'm just not sure what I'm supposed to have learned."
"You'll figure it out."
He smiled at her. "Somehow when you say it, I almost believe you."
"So believe. What's the harm? I'll bring this picture back tomorrow, and give to the girls to bring home to you," she added. 
"That's fine." He dug his hands in his pockets, his gaze still settled on her face.
"Do you have something else you want to say?" she couldn't help asking.
Before he could answer, the twins came running out the front door. Lily was yelling something, and Rose was crying. 
"What's wrong?" Michael asked immediately. He opened up his arms to Rose, but she ran past him and hurled herself into Joanna's embrace.
"Honey," she said in surprise, "Are you all right?"
She looked over the top of Rose's head into Michael's worried gaze. His arms were still outstretched, and she saw the rejection in his eyes. Slowly his hands dropped to his sides as Lily skirted around him, too. 
"She forgot Peter Panda Bear," Lily said breathlessly to Joanna. "She left him at school."
Rose cried louder at the end of Lily's sentence.
"Oh, dear." Joanna patted Rose on the back. 
"Will the school still be open?" Michael asked. "She can't sleep without Peter Panda Bear. He's her security blanket."
And Rose needed security after the death of her mother, Joanna realized, her heart going out to the little girl.
"Can we go to school and look for her?" Lily asked.
"Yes, of course," she said. "I have a key. I can let us in. But, Michael, you were on your way to work. Do you want me to take the girls?"
Rose stopped crying. "I think Daddy should come, too," she said to Joanna. "Because -- "
"Because what, Rosebud?" Michael asked eagerly.
Rose hesitated, then she took his hand and pulled him over to the car. She didn't finish her sentence, but she made it clear she wanted him to come along.
"I guess you're stuck with me for a while longer," he said to Joanna.
"What about work?"
"This is more important." 
Damn, he was a hard man to dislike. He might tear down old, cherished buildings, but he was willing to put his little girl's bear ahead of his job. "Then, let's go," she said.
A few minutes later they entered the classroom and began searching for the stuffed bear. 
"I don't see your panda bear anywhere," she said to Rose. "Do you remember if you took him out of your cubby during story time?"
Rose stared at her wide-eyed. "I don't remember. I'm sorry.
She patted her on the shoulder as Rose's eyes started to well up once again. "It's okay. We'll find him." She walked to the back of the room, where Michael was restocking the shelves with building blocks and puzzles.
"He's not here," Michael said. "We've looked everywhere."
At his words, Rose sat down in the beanbag chair on the floor, covering her eyes with her hands. Lily went over to her and patted her on the head.
Michael sighed as he studied their drooping figures. "Sometimes I think my life is cursed."
"The bear has to be somewhere."
"But where? We've looked in every corner, every desk. I don't see it." He paused. "I know how she feels, too. I used to have a stuffed pig when I was little. His name was Herman."
Joanna bit back a smile. "A stuffed pig?"
Michael grinned. "Yeah. Herman went everywhere with me, and I do mean everywhere. My father took off when I was four, and my mother moved about eighteen times in the next ten years. The only thing that always went with me was Herman."
"Do you still have him?"
He rolled his eyes. "I'm thirty-three years old."
"You didn't answer my question."
A tiny smile curved his mouth. "He might be around somewhere."
"You mean you didn't throw him out when he got old and dirty and lost some of his stuffing?"
He shook his finger at her. "You're like a little terrier dog, your teeth clenched around the corner of a sock, trying to pull it away from its owner even though the sock doesn't belong to you."
"Maybe the owner isn't taking care of his sock."
"Maybe the owner thinks a new sock will be better than a chewed-up old one."
"Joanna?" Lily's voice interrupted them. "Did you lose your sock?"
Michael laughed, then covered it up with a cough.
"No, honey. I didn't lose my sock," Joanna said.
"Oh. Well, I don't think Peter Panda Bear is here," Lily said.
"I'm afraid I don't either," she agreed.
"Did you take it in the yard, Rosebud?" Michael asked.
Rose shook her head, her bottom lip trembling. Michael went over to her and pulled her into his arms, pressing her head against his chest. "It's okay, sweetie. We'll get you a new bear. It will be okay. You'll see."
Rose shook her head and cried louder. Lily sighed as she looked at Joanna with eyes as wise as an old lady's. "It wouldn't be the same, you know -- a new bear."
"I know," Joanna said, reading far more into Lily's words than the little girl had intended. Michael couldn't replace Rose's bear with a new one. He couldn't design a building that would be as good as the Stratton, and she certainly couldn't take the place of Rose and Lily's mother.
Not that she wanted to, she reminded herself hastily. She wanted her own family, her own love, a man whose eyes lit up solely for her, children who came from her womb, her heart. The ties of blood and flesh were the basis for family. Any other relationship was just a pale imitation of the real thing, and she wanted the real thing, what her parents and grandparents had had.
"We might as well go," Michael said. "The bear isn't here."
"I'm sorry," Joanna said.
"It's not your fault."
"I know, but I wish I could help."
Rose slid out of her father's arms and ran to Lily. She whispered something in her sister's ear. After a brief conference Lily stepped back, looking at Joanna.
"Rose thinks some ice cream would make her feel better."
"Ice cream," Joanna echoed. "Really?"
"We always get ice cream when we feel sad."
"Yeah, and we've had a lot of ice cream this year," Michael said. "What do you say, Joanna?"
"It's almost dinnertime."
"Do you have plans?"
"Well, no." Except that she shouldn't even consider spending any more time with them. She was getting too involved, breaking all the rules of a parent-teacher-student relationship. "I thought you had to work."
"I'll go in later.  I'd just be worrying about Rose if I took her to Sophia's now. I probably wouldn't get much done anyway. There's an ice cream parlor a couple of blocks away."
"It would make Rose feel better if you went with us, Joanna." Lily pointed to her sister, who was still sniffing and wiping her eyes.
"Of course I'll come, if it will make Rose feel better." It was the least Joanna could do, not to mention the fact that having an ice cream with Michael and the girls sounded a lot more appealing than going home to her mother's quiet apartment.
 
* * *
 
"I think we were had," Michael said a half hour later as Rose and Lily slipped out of their chairs and ran to check out a video game in the corner of the ice cream parlor.
"What do you mean?" she asked, spooning praline pecan ice cream into her mouth. She should have ordered nonfat vanilla yogurt, as she did whenever she went out with her mother. In fact, she'd had every intention of doing just that, until Michael had ordered a triple scoop of double chocolate fudge and the girls had gotten matching pink peppermint confections. She had a feeling this trio could be bad for her diet -- among other things.
"I think Peter Panda Bear is residing comfortably at home," Michael said.
"They made it up?" She asked in surprise. "Why would they do that?"
"Because I'm their father, and they think you're their mother, or they'd like you to be." His blue eyes darkened as he looked at her.
She swallowed hard, wishing the idea didn't sound so attractive, "Oh." 
"You're lucky it's not Christmas. They'd probably hang mistletoe above our heads."
Lucky? Joanna couldn't help but look at his mouth, at the lips that would close over hers if a mistletoe kiss was required. Abruptly she set down her spoon.
Michael leaned forward, staring at her lips, too. She saw the same unanswered question in his eyes, the same unspeakable, unreasonable desire.
Instead of lowering his head, he touched her lips with one finger. She drew in a quick, sharp breath. Would he really kiss her here in the ice cream parlor, in front of his children?
His finger ran along her lip, then he held it up, exposing a dot of ice cream. He put his finger into his mouth, licking it off, in the most intimate gesture Joanna had seen in a long time. She sat back so abruptly that she knocked her purse and keys onto the floor.
"Damn," she said, leaning over to retrieve her things.
"Joanna."
"It's okay. I can get it."
While she retrieved her bag, Michael grabbed the keys that had slid under his chair and set them down in front of her. "You feel it, too, don't you?"
"No," she lied. 
"There's something between us."
"There is something, Michael. Your wife. I'm not her. I can't help you recapture any long-lost love." 
"Is that what you think is happening?"
She glanced over her shoulder to make sure the girls weren't within earshot. "What else could it be? You don't know me. I don't know you."
"We're not exactly strangers."
"You're attracted to me because I look like her," she added, foolishly wanting him to deny that fact, but his hesitation spoke volumes.
He leaned forward, his gaze serious, reflective. "Maybe that's part of it, but not all."
"It's enough."
"You're not Angela. You don't talk like her, act like her, or dress like her. I'm not confused about your identity."
"So you have a type of woman you're attracted to, and I fit the type."
He smiled. "I've dated a few blondes in my time.  But for the moment, let's say that's true.  What's your excuse?"
"What do you mean?" she asked warily. 
"Why are you attracted to me? Do I look like an old boyfriend?"
"God, no."
He frowned. "Why do you say it like that?"
"You're nothing like the men I've dated."
"What kind of men are we talking about?"
"I don't want to get into it."
"I think we're already there," he told her.  
She sighed.  He was right.  Their relationship was moving at lightning speed.  "I was involved with a professor last year, and although we seemed to have a great deal in common, we really didn't. He was more in love with English literature than he was with me. I thought it was romantic in the beginning that he could quote poetry, but in the end it just bugged me."
Michael smiled. "It's funny how the things we love about someone can turn into the things we hate."
"Did that happen with you and Angela?"
His smile faded. "Yes. She used to tell me that I changed once we got married. I thought she'd changed, but the truth was that we didn't really know each other that well. We just saw what we wanted to see. In some ways, I think I was her escape route out of a family that loved her and smothered her."
"And for you, she was ..."
He thought for a moment. "She was part of a family that seemed ideal to me. And maybe I thought we could recreate the De Luca's. But Angela had other ideas. She didn't want to live like her parents. She didn't really want to be a mother." He lowered his voice. "The pregnancy wasn't planned, but she loved the girls. I never doubted that. She just felt that being a mother was hold her back, that I was holding her back, and maybe I was."
She put her hand over his. "You can't keep second guessing.  It won't get you anywhere."
"Yeah, I know. I did love her, Joanna. I won't lie about that."
"I wouldn't want you to."
"And I try to focus on the good memories and share those with Lily and Rose. I want them to remember all the wonderful things about their mother. I want that for them. They deserve that. Angela made mistakes, but she was young, and she should have had time to make up for them, to live, to see her girls grow up. But she's gone, and I'm all they have left, and I have to make things right for them."
She was touched by the fierce protectiveness in his voice. "You will. They're lucky to have you." 
He let out a breath. "You probably didn't want to hear all that."
"Actually, I really did. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you, about the girls, since the day you walked into my classroom." She paused. "I am attracted to you, Michael, but I don't think anything can come of it. My looks would make things too complicated, too confusing. Right?" she couldn't help asking. 
"Probably," he agreed, his jaw tightening. 
"So, that's that," she said, feeling a wave of disappointment that shocked her with its intensity. "We'll go back to basics. I'll be your daughters' teacher, and you'll be the father of my students. We'll make it simple."
He gave her a small smile. "In that case, you better let go of my hand."
She suddenly realized her fingers were intertwined with his.  She pulled her hand away. "Sorry."
"Joanna, you're never going to be just my daughters' teacher."
"I can't be anything else, Michael."
"We'll see," he said, his gaze darkening. "If there's one thing I've learned in the past year is that change happens when you least expect it." 
 
* * *
 
Caroline Wingate stared at the manila envelope in her hand. It had first appeared in her life almost twenty-nine years earlier, shortly after Joanna's birth. She had asked Edward about it, but he'd simply smiled and told her not to worry, the way he'd always done. In the crazy days of taking care of a newborn, she had forgotten about it.
As the years passed she'd seen him take it out now and then and slip a letter inside, a letter  that always arrived at their house addressed to him with no return address, something else they'd never spoken about.
Part of her had hoped that he'd thrown away the letters, that the envelope didn't exist anymore. But Edward had never thrown anything away. Thank God, she hadn't let Joanna go through his things.
She would burn it, Caroline decided. Unopened. She had never felt a need to look through the contents before, and she certainly didn't now.
With a strength and a sense of purpose she hadn't felt in months, she opened the desk drawers one after the other, searching for the gold engraved lighter that Edward had used to light his cigars.
She found it in the bottom drawer. His initials caught at her heart. "Oh, Edward. I did love you," she said softly, wrapping her fingers around the cool metal. "I know you'll understand why I have to do this."
Still she hesitated. Would he understand? Would Joanna understand? Would the letters be important someday? It didn't matter what they said. She would do anything to protect her family. Joanna was all she had left.
Her parents had died years ago. Her older brother, ten years her senior, had moved to Alaska as a twenty-year-old, and aside from an occasional postcard, she rarely heard from him. When she'd written to him about Edward's death, he hadn't replied. Perhaps he was dead, too.
An overwhelming depression filled her at the thought. Every time she turned around, she was confronted with mortality. Several of Edward's friends and business associates had died in the last year, reminding her of her own age, her own tenuous hold on life. But she didn't feel old at sixty-two. Sometimes she still felt as foolish and uncertain as she had at twenty -- like today, like this moment.
She took a deep breath as she stared at the manila envelope. What good could come of it now? Certainly no good for her. And no good for Joanna. Getting rid of it was the right thing to do. She flicked the lighter on, but before she could put the flame to the envelope, the front door slammed and Joanna's voice rang through the apartment. Caroline dropped the lighter on the desktop and shoved the envelope aside.
 
* * *
 
"Mom," Joanna called, wondering where her mother was.  She flung open the door to the den, surprised to find her mother sitting at her fathers desk.  "You're going through Dad's things?" she asked in surprise.  
"Yes. Slowly," her mother said, her face pale, her lips tight.  
"Are you all right?"
"Of course. They're just things, papers and books and old bills. You were right. I should have done this a long time ago. I don't know why I didn't."
"It was too soon." Joanna paused, acutely aware of the photograph clutched in her hand. She'd driven home with it on the seat next to her. At every stoplight she'd taken another look, wanting to believe that somehow the photograph would have changed and she would no longer look like a woman she'd never met.
Caroline stood up and walked around the desk. "Are you hungry, Joanna? Do you want to go out for dinner?"
"No. I'm not hungry. I want to show you something."
"What is it?"
She hesitated, then handed the photograph to her mother. 
"Is this a picture of you?" her mother queried in confusion. 
"What do you think?"
"I've never seen you wear this dress, and your hair is different, and you seem ..." Caroline looked at Joanna, her eyes troubled. "It's not you at all. The nose isn't the same, or the teeth, and the skin is much darker. Who is this girl?"
"Angela Ashton. The mother of the children I told you about yesterday."
"Really?" Caroline's hand trembled. The photograph slipped out of her fingers and fell to the ground.
She sent her mother a thoughtful look, then retrieved the photograph from the floor. "It's amazing, isn't it? We could be sisters."
"You're not."


    
      
        "No. But it's strange to think that Angela grew up in San Francisco just on the other side of town, and we never ran into each other." 
      

      
        "Where did you get the photo?" 
      

      
        "From Michael, Angela's husband.  His children are students in my class, remember?"
      

      
        "Yes, of course." Caroline's fingers splayed across her heart as if she were in pain.
      

      
        "Are you all right, Mom?" she asked again.  Perhaps she shouldn't have dumped this news on her while her mother was in such a vulnerable state from going through her father's things.  
      

      
        "Tell me more about this woman," her mother said, licking her lips. 
      

      
        "Angela was a few years younger than me," Joanna said. "Her maiden name was De Luca.  She died last year in a boating accident and left behind two adorable twin girls, Lily and Rose. They're six years old. And Michael is in his early thirties. It's so sad." She paused.  "Seeing those lost, lonely little girls, I feel so lucky to have had Dad for as long as we did."
      

      
        Tears filled Caroline's eyes. "Yes, we were lucky."
      

      
        "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to make you cry.  This isn't a good time for this discussion."
      

      
        "We were very, very lucky," Caroline repeated in a dazed voice.  "I used to tell myself that almost every day -- at least in the beginning. Then sometimes I'd forget, and days would go by and I wouldn't tell Edward I loved him, and I'd forget to tell you. Now Edward's gone."
      

      
        "But he knew. He always knew."
      

      
        "And you?"
      

      
        "Of course," she said with a reassuring smile. "I know you love me, and I love you." 
      

      
        "Good."
      

      
        "So, Mom, how do you think this came to be -- this resemblance between me and another woman -- just bizarre coincidence?"
      

      
        "What else could it be?" Caroline walked around the desk and sat down in Edward's chair. She'd never sat there before today, not as far as Joanna could remember. It had always been her father's chair. If her mother used the room at all, she sat on the couch. Now she seemed to need the support of the large mahogany desk,
      

      
        "Maybe somewhere in the family tree somebody's baby got switched, or maybe someone gave up their child for adoption," Joanna suggested.
      

      
        "Don't be ridiculous. That kind of thing only happens in movies. Besides, you charted the family tree years ago."
      

      
        "I know I did. Someone must have lied. There has to be an explanation."
      

      
        "It's a coincidence, just as you said," Caroline replied, her voice stronger now, as if she had summed up the situation and dismissed it as being of no importance. Her mother often did that with topics that she didn't want to discuss. 
      

      
        "Is it?  Didn't you ever wonder how you had such a dark child when you and Dad are both so blond?"
      

      
        "Why would I wonder?" Her mother's voice rang through the room, sharp and clear, "We knew you were our child. There was no mistake."
      

      
        Joanna hesitated to ask the next question, but she knew she had to. "Are you sure there was no mistake? Are you sure you came home with the right baby?"
      

      
        Her mother gasped. "How can you ask me that? Do you think we would let our child go to someone else?"
      

      
        "It's just that -- "
      

      
        "It's just nothing -- nothing but a coincidence. Everyone in the world has a double. You just found yours. But she's dead. You're never going to meet her or talk to her or know what she was like. Forget about her, Joanna."
      

      
        She didn't understand the coldness in her mother's voice, the cavalier way she spoke of the other woman's death. Her mother had always been a compassionate woman, but not now, not today, not about this.
      

      
        "Yes, she is dead, but she left behind two darling children who seem to think I'm her."
      

      
        "You're not."
      

      
        "I know that," she said in frustration. "But it would be easier if I could explain why I look so much like their mother."
      

      
        "You can't. There are some things that can't be explained. You have to accept it, and so do they." 
      

      
        "I'm not sure they can."
      

      
        "They'll have to. You're not their mother."
      

      
        "I feel as if they need me."
      

      
        "They don't need you. They need 
        her.
        "
      

      
        Her mother's words hit her in the face like a splash of cold water. She wanted to argue, but how could she? 
      

      
        Caroline picked up some papers from the desk and looked through them, ending the discussion.
      

      
        "Do you want some help in here?" she asked.
      

      
        "No. I'll do it."
      

      
        "Are you sure? Most of this stuff looks pretty old. It's probably just junk." She reached for a manila envelope that had been pushed to the side of the desk.
      

      
        Caroline's hand came down on top of hers. "I said I'd do it."
      

      
        She stared into her mother's eyes and saw determination, anger, and something that looked like fear. "What's wrong?"
      

      
        "Nothing. Why don't you relax? You worked hard all day. I'm sure you could use a break." She patted Joanna's hand where it rested on top of the manila envelope.
      

      
        Her words were casual, but Joanna had a feeling that if she dared to pick up the envelope, her mother might rip it out of her hand.
      

      
        "You're hiding something, aren't you?"
      

      
        "No. These are your father's things. I'm his wife. They don't concern you. I'd like to be alone, Joanna."
      

      
        It was the first time in years Joanna had heard Caroline request to be alone. "Fine, I'll get dinner started." She walked to the door and paused, still disturbed by her mother's behavior. "I didn't think we had any secrets from each other, Mom."
      

      
        "We don't."
      

      
        As she left the room, she couldn't help thinking that her mother was lying, and that was a disturbing thought.  What on earth was she hiding?
      

      
         
      

      
        * * *
      

      
         
      

      
        Alone in the den, Caroline took several deep, steadying breaths. She wasn't a bad liar. She was a very good one, and she'd had years of practice.
      

      
        She placed a piece of newspaper on top of the desk, picked up the lighter, and ignited the flame. Holding it to the edge of the envelope, she let it bum. As the ashes fell onto the newspaper, their heat was put out by the teardrops that streamed down her face, landing on the newspaper like blots on a ledger. She had to do this. She had to protect what was hers.
      

      
        When there was nothing left but a pile of black dust, she set the lighter down on the desk with a shaky hand. She stared at the ashes for a long time. They reminded her of Edward's ashes, of the urn they had buried just two short months ago.
      

      
        Finally she picked up the newspaper and dumped everything in the garbage. Then she reached for the telephone and dialed the number for Grant Sullivan, her former employer and Edward's long-time friend and attorney. She had to know if there was anything else that needed to be burned.
      

      

    

  
Chapter Nine
 
Joanna glanced at the clock. It was past midnight, and she was no closer to sleep now than she had been two hours earlier when she had crept into bed. Her mind raced with thoughts ranging from Michael, Angela and the girls to her mother's secretive behavior.  She felt like she was standing at the edge of a cliff and one wrong move could cost her anything.  But what was the wrong move?  How were any of them connected? 
After a few more moments tossing and turning, she slipped out of bed and turned on the light. Her room was a happy, messy representation of her life.  The desk and dresser were white with gold trim and had been picked out on her twelfth birthday. Her old aquarium sat empty on top of the bookshelf, reminding her that the only pet she'd ever been allowed to have was a goldfish named Harry, whose death she'd mourned with great passion. Her bedroom was the only room in the apartment that boasted live plants, two hanging ferns and a ficus tree in the corner that was ridiculously large for a bedroom. But if she put it in the living room, her mother would probably kill it with too much watering and too much attention.
Her bedroom was also the only room in the apartment that wasn't spotlessly clean, because she liked clutter. She liked things, mementos, reminders of her past. She still had her first corsage from the junior prom, her graduation tassels, the Popsicle stick bridge she'd made in second grade. Like her father, she hated to throw anything away.  Which reminded her ...
She walked over to the bookcase and pulled out one of her photo albums. Her father had always taken lots of pictures -- every first in her life, every moment of triumph, every family even.  There were so many memories in the pages that unfolded before her. Seeing her father so alive, so vibrant, made her sad.  She would never see him again, never hear his big barrel laugh, never crinkle up her nose at the smell of his cigar. He would never walk her down the aisle and never hold her baby in his arms. She would live so many years without him.
Oh, how she wished she could talk to him right now. Ask him how she could look so much like a stranger. Find out what he had hidden in his den that her mother didn't want her to see.
With a sigh she closed the scrapbook. She didn't know what she had hoped to find, but there was nothing there, no clues. There certainly hadn't been any sign of a pregnancy before or after her birth. Her mother had always been as thin as a rake. Her mind stopped. Her heart quickened. Pregnancy photos. There were none.
The three words screamed at her again. There were none -- no photos of her mother pregnant, not with another child and not with her.  
Her pulse began to race as her mind dealt with the unthinkable. But those photos were probably in another album. Her mother kept albums in the den with photos of her family and her early days with Edward. They had to be there. 
Opening, the door, she glanced down the hall at her mother's bedroom. The door was shut, but that didn't mean Caroline was asleep. Lately she tended to sleep in the family room on the sofa, or the easy chair in the living room, anywhere to get away from her memories.
A quick glance in the living room and family room revealed nothing, so she quietly opened the door to the den. After her mother's strong reaction earlier, she almost felt like an intruder, a thief in the night. But she wasn't here to steal anything, except perhaps some peace of mind.
She checked the bookshelves first. They were crammed with fishing magazines and books about real estate and brokering. Finally she spied two large, red bound books in the corner.
 Standing on tiptoe, she pulled them off the shelf and sat on the sofa.
The first book was a pictorial of her mother's childhood, her older brother, her parents, none of whom Joanna could remember except in this way, as photos in a scrapbook.
The next book began with Edward and Caroline on their honeymoon in Hawaii. She smiled at how young and in love they looked, so adoring toward each other, her father with his arm around her mother's shoulders, her mother practically blooming in his arms.
The photograph reassured her that everything was right in her world. The camera didn't lie. Her parents had loved each other, just as they had loved her. There were no hidden secrets. It was simply her imagination. But as the pages turned, she began to notice blank spots, and fewer photos in between holiday occasions. The book ended with a picture of herself in a baby gown.
There were no pictures of her mother pregnant. No photos of them leaving for the hospital. Nothing.
She tried desperately to remember the stories they had told. Surely they had talked about her mother's pregnancy, the labor and delivery. Hadn't they? She shook her head, feeling incredibly tired.
This was pointless. What was she thinking anyway? She was the daughter of Edward and Caroline Wingate, and it was just a crazy coincidence that she happened to look like Angela Ashton.
Closing the book, she set it back on the shelf. As she walked by the desk, the lingering scent of smoke filled her senses, almost as if her father were standing in the room with her, smoking his cigar. But it didn't really smell like his cigars; it smelled like the lingering trace of a fire in the fireplace. But the fireplace was stone cold. She glanced over at the desk and saw a layer of thin black dust.
She cast a quick glance toward the door. It was closed. With a feeling of incredible dread, she walked over to the desk and ran her finger through the dust, Then she pulled the wastebasket out from under the desk. Inside was a pile of newspapers and black ashes. Her mother had burned something.
Joanna looked for the manila envelope she'd seen earlier. It was gone from the desk. Sinking down in the chair, she stared at the ashes. What on earth was her mother hiding?
 
* * *
 
The next morning Caroline strolled into the offices of Grant Sullivan, attorney at law, her handbag clutched in front of her like a shield. In terse tones she gave her name to the receptionist. She didn't want to be here, but she had no choice. Since she had seen the photo of Angela Ashton, she had been struck with terror, the same terror she'd felt when Edward had been diagnosed with cancer and she knew it would only be a matter of months before she lost him. She could not lose Joanna -- not now.
"He's just finishing a phone call, Mrs. Wingate," the receptionist said. "Would you like some coffee while you wait?"
"No, thank you."
She sat down on the white leather couch. As she looked around the plush offices, she was reminded of how far Grant Sullivan had come. She had worked as his receptionist thirty-six years earlier. In those days he'd offered her a typewriter and a scratched desk. Now his reception area was filled with plush chairs, glass tables, ornate vases, and silk flowers.
Grant had certainly done well for himself. Although she'd socialized with him over the years, only he and Edward had conducted actual business, so she hadn't really been aware of his success. Now she felt a burst of renewed confidence. Grant was a smart man. He would know what to do.
"He'll see you now," the receptionist said.
She stood up and walked into the inner office. Grant stepped out from around his large desk. He was a rather short man, not many inches taller than herself, with golden blond hair, the color of which surely came out of a bottle, sparkling green eyes and a deep tan.
"Caroline, it's good to see you."
"Thanks for letting me barge in on you like this."
"I'm always available for you. Have a seat."
She sat down in the chair in front of his desk, nervous about what she should say. She didn't know how much Grant knew. What if he didn't know anything? What if by telling him, she was jeopardizing the very secret she wanted to protect?
"How have you been?" Grant asked, resuming his seat. "I didn't get to talk to you much after the service. The house was so crowded,"
"Edward had a lot of friends. It was nice to see so many people there."
"He was a great guy, right down to the end. I've never seen such courage. He had a lot of heart."
"Yes." She hadn't come here to reminisce about a man they had both loved. She had come here for answers, and she wouldn't leave without them.
"How's Joanna?" Grant asked, distracting her again.
"Keeping busy. She's teaching first grade this summer."
"No kidding? I thought she was Ivy League all the way."
"It's just to fill in the time, take her mind off things. She'll go back to Stanford in the fall." Caroline wondered how long they would have to exchange pleasantries before she could tell him why she was here.
"I still can't believe Edward is gone. So fast," Grant added. "We were the same age, you know. And he was always in such great shape, except for the cigars, of course."
"He couldn't give those up."
Grant smiled encouragingly at Caroline. "What can I do for you? Do you have questions about the trust, the will, investments?" He sat back in his chair and waited for her answer.
"No. You explained all that to me after he died." She glanced over at his locked filing cabinets, wondering if the information she feared was there, wondering if he would give it to her.
"Caroline? What's wrong?" he pressed, his tone more somber now. 
She met his concerned eyes. "I wondered if Edward ever spoke to you about -- about an arrangement that he made many years ago involving Joanna."
Grant's smile faded. "Why do you ask?"
"Because Joanna recently met someone. Apparently she looks like this man's wife. I saw a photograph, and the woman could have been Joanna's sister -- if Joanna had a sister, which of course she doesn't."
Grant picked up a pen on his desk and twirled it between his fingers. He was silent for a long moment, then he looked at her through concerned eyes. "Do you know the name of this woman?"
"I believe her name was Angela Ashton. But that would be her married name. I think Joanna said her maiden name was De Luca."
"De Luca. I see. Has Joanna met this Angela?"
"No. Angela is dead."
"Really?" He looked somewhat relieved for some strange reason. 
"Yes, she died a year ago."
"If she's dead, then it doesn't matter that Joanna looks like her, does it?"
Caroline scooted to the edge of her seat. "She's dead, but she has children, and a husband, and presumably a mother and a father."
Grant's expression wavered slightly. "That's true. What does Joanna think?"
"She has a lot of questions. You know how she is, Grant. She's a digger. She loves to sink her teeth into a good mystery and dig, dig, dig until she finds out what really happened. That's why she's such a good historian. She never accepts anything at face value." Caroline paused. "She asked me if we gave up a child after her. Apparently this woman is or was a couple of years younger than her."
"I'm sure you told her that was ridiculous."
"Of course, but she's worrying about it. Grant. I don't know what to do. Edward would have known. But he's not here," she said with a growing sense of panic. "What I want to know -- what I need to know is if she starts digging, is she going to find out anything?"
Grant tossed the pen down on the desk. "For your sake, Caroline, I hope not."
"You know, don't you?" she asked. 
Grant sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. "Edward asked me for advice. He didn't take it."
"What was your advice?" She changed her mind as soon as she asked the question. "Never mind, I don't want to know. I need your help. Grant. I need you to help me protect Edward's secret. You will, won't you?"
"Edward was my best friend."
"Is that a yes?"
"What exactly are you asking me to do, Caroline?"
"I want to know if there is anything in writing."
"I believe everything was in Edward's possession. I have no idea what he did with it."
Caroline let out a breath of relief. It must have all been in the manila envelope, and that was gone now. "That's okay then. I've taken care of that. I wasn't sure if you had any copies."
"No. Quite frankly, I didn't want any."
"Good. I won't take up any more of your time then. Thank you, Grant. I appreciate your help."
She reached out to shake his hand. Grant took her hand, but didn't let it go. His eyes became intensely serious. "There were always two sides to this secret, Caroline. You may be able to control one, but I'm not so sure about the other."
"There are privacy laws."
"They don't always work. It depends on how badly someone wants to invade your privacy, how much they want what you have. And the way Edward did things -- well, let's just say that the law is not on your side."
"I won't let anyone take Joanna away from me."
"The decision may not be yours to make."
"Who else would make it?" she asked.
"Joanna."
Her confidence fled with that one word. Joanna. Her daughter who loved history, who had always wanted to know who her ancestors were, where they came from, what they did for a living. Somehow or other she had to get Joanna away from the Ashtons before it was too late.
 
* * *
 
"Today we're going to talk about who we are," Joanna said to the children, who were sitting at their tables, tired from recess, full from lunch, and for the moment blessedly quiet. "On the piece of paper in front of you, I want you to draw me a picture of your family."
Lance Tyler raised his hand. "Do I have to draw my sister? I hate her."
The kids laughed. Joanna sent him a scolding look. "She's part of your family, so you have to include her."
"Oh, man."
"You can also include your grandparents if you want," Joanna added. "And tonight I want you to go home and ask your parents where your ancestors came from."
Billy Dutton interrupted. "You mean like if they were from Mars? Because I think my brother is an alien."
"Your brother is not an alien, and your family is not from Mars." She tried to hide a smile. She loved these kids with their crazy ideas and their wide-open minds, so eager to learn about everything in their world, even if it meant aliens descending from a distant planet. "Tomorrow, when you come into school, we'll look at the globe and figure out where all of our ancestors came from. We might find out that some of us were related hundreds of years ago."
As she said the words Joanna couldn't help looking at Rose and Lily. They stared straight back at her, as if they still believed she was their mother. Maybe she was something to them, something distant and in the past, a fifth cousin. At least then it would make sense.
"Okay, start on your pictures," she said. "We only have a few minutes before the bell rings."
Nora Garvey stopped in the doorway, motioning to Joanna to come over.
"What's up?" Joanna asked.
"I can't make aerobics tonight. My mother-in-law is in the hospital."
"I hope it's not serious."
"She had a minor heart attack, but I think she'll be all right."
"Thank goodness."
"By the way, your mother called earlier. I took a message."
"Thank you."
"Is she okay with this job?"
"Not really. But she's distracted with something else at the moment." Joanna glanced over at the children, who were involved in their pictures. She stepped into the hall, just outside the door, so they couldn't be overheard. "My mother started going through my dad's things, and she practically jumped out of her skin when I tried to help."
"Why?"
"I have no idea, but she did not want me to look in one of the envelopes on the desk. And get this --  last night I found no envelope, only ashes in the wastebasket."
Nora's eyes widened. "How strange. What do you think was in the envelope?"
"Beats me, I never considered the fact that there might be a side to my parents' marriage that I didn't know about."
"You think your father was having an affair?"
"What else would be so personal that she would hide it from me? We've always been close."
Nora shrugged. "Heck if I know. By the way, how are the Ashton twins doing? Still calling you Mama?"
"Yes, and that's another thing. Not only do I find out that my father had some big secret, I also discover that all these years I had a double living on the other side of town."  She took a breath, saying aloud what had been going through her mind since she'd met the twins.  "What if the two things are connected? What if your mother had an affair with an Italian guy.  And your father didn't know." 
Could her father have been someone other than Edward Wingate? The thought hurt deeply. Surely he wouldn't have lied to her all these years. They had spent so much time talking in the last few weeks of his life. He would have said something if there was anything to be said. Unless he hadn't known. "I'd hate to think my dad wasn't my dad."
"I'm probably wrong. Sorry, I have a big imagination."
"I should get back to class."
"What are your kids working on?"
"Family pictures."
Nora raised an eyebrow. "Am I spotting a theme here?"
"I think children should understand where they come from, their roots." Joanna smiled at Nora's skeptical expression. "Okay, I'm a little obsessed at the moment with family ties."
"Joanna, even if your mother or father turned out to be someone different, you'd still be you."
As Nora walked away Joanna thought about her words. You'd still be you. But would she?
 
* * *
 
Michael glanced at his watch. Damn. He better move if he wanted to pick up the girls on time.
Helen buzzed him on the intercom. He reached for the receiver. "Yes?"
"Your mother-in-law is on line one."
"Thanks." He punched the button on the phone. "Hi, Sophia."
"Michael, hello." She sounded a bit nervous.
"Is something wrong?"
"No. No." She added a laugh, but it didn't sound quite sincere. "I was just thinking about how hard you're working and how difficult it must be taking off at three o'clock to get the girls, when I'm really not that busy. I thought maybe I could pick them up for you."
"Sure. That would be great." Then he remembered, "Uh, Sophia. Maybe that's not a good idea."
There was silence on her end of the phone. Then Sophia spoke. "I'll be fine."
"You haven't seen her."
"I want to."
So that was the reason behind her unexpected offer. Michael hesitated. "I do have some work to finish."
"Then I'll pick up the girls and we'll spend the afternoon together. We'll have dinner at the restaurant. They can help Vincent and Louis in the kitchen. Just come whenever; it doesn't matter how late. I can even take the girls home and put them to bed if you have something else to do."
"Thanks, Sophia. You're incredibly generous, as always."
"Don't work too hard, Michael. I worry about you, you know."
He did know. She worried about him more than his own mother. "I appreciate the concern, Sophia, but I'm fine."
"You're trying to do too much. I want to help you more."
"Well, picking up the girls is a big help."
He hung up the phone with mixed feelings. He couldn't prevent Sophia from meeting Joanna, but he didn't think the meeting would go well.  
"Michael?" Helen opened the door to his office, holding a bouquet of red and white roses mixed with baby's breath. "I wanted to thank you for the flowers. They're lovely."
He sent her a blank look. "I'm glad you like them, but I didn't send them."
Her smile faded. "I called Joey, and he didn't send them. I just assumed it was you, thanking me for the overtime I've been putting in."
"I do appreciate that, but it looks like you have a secret admirer."
Helen stared down at the flowers. Then she walked over to the wastebasket by Michael's desk and dumped them in the can.
"You don't like roses?" Michael asked.
"I don't like Tony."
"Tony? Why would you think they're from him?"
"Because he doesn't take no for an answer. He's a spoiled, immature guy who thinks he should get whatever he wants. But he can't get me anymore. Not with roses or chocolates or anything." Although her words were bursting with confidence, they ended on a sobbing note, and suddenly Helen sank into the chair in front of Michael's desk and began to cry.
Michael stared at her in bewilderment. He seemed to be surrounded by crazy females these days. "Uh, Helen." He pulled a tissue out of his desk drawer and tossed it across the desk. "Here."
She wiped her eyes. "I'm sorry." She sniffed. "I just don't need this right now."
"Need what?"
"Tony. I wish he hadn't come back."
"I'm sure he won't stay long." Michael wanted to comfort her, but his words had the opposite effect.
"I'm sure he won't," she replied with bitterness and anger. "God forbid he should stay in one city with one woman."
"That's just Tony, Helen. You can't change him into somebody else, no matter how hard you try."
"I know that. But I've loved him for so long, since the seventh grade."
"Really?" Michael was a bit surprised. Although Helen and Tony had dated off and on for years, they'd never seemed passionately in love, more friends than anything. But he knew they'd been lovers, and in the months before Tony left, they'd spent lots of time together. Still, he'd never been able to see them together forever. Of course, he'd never been able to see Tony with anyone on a long-term basis. Commitment was not something Tony did well.
"When Tony left I thought I would die, it hurt so bad," Helen continued. "We'd gotten so close. I thought he was on the verge of proposing, not leaving."
"I know it hurt, but you found someone else, Helen. Someone who can give you what you need,"
"Yes, and Joey is a great guy. He's solid and loving and he wants a family just like I do, and a house and a dog and the whole thing. But -- "
"But?"
"He's not Tony," she said in anguish. "What if I'm making a mistake? What if I'm marrying the wrong guy just so I can be married?"
Michael didn't know what to say. Hadn't he done the same thing by marrying Angela when she was barely out of high school, when he was still in his twenties and didn't know a damn thing about life? But he had wanted a family. He had wanted what Sophia and Vincent De Luca had, a loving relationship, a commitment, children. He had wanted forever. He'd gotten eight years and a hell of a lot of pain along the way.
As Michael studied Helen's face -- the torment in her eyes, the streaks of tears across her cheeks -- he wondered if she was making a mistake. If Tony could affect her like this, how much did she love Joey?
"You think I'm terrible, don't you?" she said.
"I think you're confused."
"I want to do the right thing."
"You will."
"I wish I had your confidence. And I wish to hell I wasn't attracted to the absolutely wrong person in the world for me."
Michael nodded. He felt exactly the same way.


Chapter Ten

 
Sophia paused in front of the sign that read Happy Hollow School. In a few moments she would go inside. She wished her sister Elena had come with her, but Elena had told her that nothing good could come from seeing this woman, that there was no point. 
But there was a point. And Sophia knew exactly what it was. She just didn't know if she had the right to make that point. 
The longer she hesitated, the more doubts flooded her mind, but she was consumed with curiosity. She wanted to know what the woman looked like, hear her voice, watch her mannerisms. She wanted to know if there was any possibility De Luca blood ran through her veins.
There was so much at stake. Marriage. Family. Reputation. Honor. The foundation of their lives. They weren't young anymore, none of them, not Vincent or Elena or herself. They couldn't start over.  Just being here was a risk.
Part of her wanted to run away, but another part of her knew she had to go forward. How could she not see this woman who looked so much like Angela? 
The answer was simple. She couldn't.
 
* * *
 
"Joanna, you have a phone call in the lounge," Nora said. "My class is gone, so I can watch your last few stragglers."
"All right. It's just the twins."
"Aren't you going to stay and say hello to Daddy?" Rose asked.
"I have a phone call, honey," Joanna said, secretly relieved that she might actually miss seeing Michael. She'd thought about him all night and all day. In fact, she couldn't get him out of her mind, and it wasn't healthy. She needed some answers, something to put an end to the mystery. That's why she had made a few calls during her lunch break. She hoped one of them was calling back.
"Are you mad at Daddy again, Mama? Are you going to go see that other man with the black mustache?" Rose pressed on, her brown eyes filled with worry. "I don't like him. He has scary eyes. Please don't go there again."
Joanna glanced at Nora, who sent her a compassionate look. Then she turned back to the girls. "Rose, honey, I'm not your mother. I'm Joanna, and I'm just going into the teachers' lounge to take a phone call."
"Why don't you two show me what you did today?" Nora said, drawing their attention away from Joanna.
Joanna hurriedly left the room before any more protests could form. In the lounge she sat down on the couch, and picked up the phone. "Hello?"
"Joanna Wingate?"
"Yes."
"This is Pamela Cogswell. I believe you called me earlier."
"Yes, I did," Joanna said. "You might not remember me, but I'm hoping you remember my mother."
"Of course I do. Goodness, Caroline and Edward lived next door to us for eight years. That was before you were born, of course, and before they moved to San Francisco. How are your parents?"
"My mother is fine. My father passed away a few months ago."
"Oh, I'm sorry. I guess we all lost touch, didn't we? How can I help you, Joanna?"
She hesitated, knowing she was about to take a step that she might never be able to retrace. Her mother wouldn't forgive her for calling Pamela, regardless of the answer. Family matters were always private with Caroline. She never allowed herself to be exposed in any way. But Joanna knew she couldn't simply pretend that Angela De Luca had never existed, not with the twins sitting in her classroom each morning, not with Michael's image taking up permanent residence in her mind.
"Joanna?" Pamela repeated.
"Yes, I was wondering if you remember when my mother first became pregnant with me."
There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. "What an odd question," Pamela said. "Why on earth would you ask me that?"
She couldn't possibly give her the real reason. "I'm redoing our family albums, putting all the photos in order, and for some reason I can't find any photos of when my mother was pregnant. Since she said the two of you were very close, I was hoping that perhaps you might have one from a party or something." She held her breath, knowing it was a lame excuse at best.
"No, I don't have any photos. Frankly I didn't see your mother all that much in the few months before she and Edward moved to San Francisco. I didn't even know they were thinking of moving. It came as quite a surprise. And they took off so suddenly. The For Sale sign went up one day, and the next day they were gone."
"Really?"
"Yes. Your mother was unhappy for a long time, I think. We all had children and she didn't. We tended to talk about our kids, their schools, their sports programs. We didn't mean to leave your mother out, but sometimes I think she felt that way. Those were different times, you know. Women didn't have as many options as they do now."
"No, I don't suppose they did," Joanna murmured, Pamela's words only reinforced the uneasy feeling in her stomach. Her mother had felt left out. She'd been trying to have a baby. She'd been feeling desperate.
"Anyway, a few months after your parents moved," Pamela continued, "I got a baby announcement, so I guess everything worked out in the end. We exchanged Christmas cards for a while, but neither your mother nor I were ever particularly good correspondents."
"So you never actually saw my mother pregnant?"
"No, but she was always so thin. She was probably months along before she showed."
"Probably."
"She must have been pregnant before she left. I think you were born just three or four months after they moved. I'm sorry I couldn't help you, Joanna. Say hello to your mother for me, won't you?"
"Of course." As she hung up the phone, she knew she had absolutely no intention of telling Caroline anything about this phone call.
It didn't make sense. Her mother said she had moved to the city just a few weeks before Joanna was born. She had to have been pregnant when she lived next door to Pamela Cogswell.
Unless Caroline had never been pregnant. Unless she'd gotten her baby some other way.
Goose bumps ran down Joanna's arms. Her pretty, petite blond mother was turning into a stranger in her mind. And her father with his jovial smile, his twinkling eyes, his tender words. Had it all been a lie? A farce? Was she really their child? And if Caroline wasn't her mother, who was?
 
* * *
 
Sophia dawdled as long as she could, but the redheaded teacher named Nora seemed eager to usher her out the door. "I was hoping to meet their teacher," Sophia said.
"Joanna's on the phone," Nora replied. "I don't know how long she'll be."
"Could I wait?"
"Maybe you could speak to her tomorrow -- or the next day." Nora glanced at her watch. "I need to close up the school."
"Can we go to the park?" Lily tugged on Sophia's sleeve.
"In a minute, dear."
Sophia darted another look toward the doorway, desperate to prolong her visit. She had summoned up the courage to see Joanna now, not tomorrow, not the next day -- but today. She didn't know if she would have the guts to come back. Second thoughts already crowded her mind.
"Why do you want to talk to Joanna?" Lily asked. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "Do you think she's Mama, too?"
Sophia stepped back, startled by the question. "No, of course not. I just wanted to meet your teacher, that's all."
"Why don't you come back tomorrow?" Nora said decisively, moving them toward the door.
Sophia walked as slowly as she could, but eventually they reached the front door, then the walkway, then the sidewalk. She stopped to take one last look at the school. No sign of Joanna Wingate. Maybe it was meant to be this way.
 
* * * 
 
Joanna met up with Nora at the door to the teachers' lounge.
"Don't move," Nora said sharply. Then, contradicting her own request, she took Joanna by the hand and led her over to the window. Slitting the Venetian blinds with two fingers, she tipped her head toward the window. "Look."
"Why?"
"Just look."
Joanna stepped up to the window. She saw Lily and Rose holding hands with an older woman. The woman had short black hair and was somewhat plump. Before Joanna could catch a glimpse of her face, the woman turned and walked away from the school.
"Who was that?" she asked, surprised that Michael hadn't picked up the girls.
"Sophia De Luca, their grandmother." Nora lowered her voice. "She wanted to see you."
"She did?" Joanna felt a shiver run down her spine. "I guess that's only natural. I showed you that picture of her daughter."
Nora stared at her without saying a word.
"You're making me nervous," Joanna said.
"I didn't like the way she looked."
"How did she look?" 
"Like you," Nora said. "She looked like you, Joanna."
She swallowed hard. "It's just the dark hair. People think I'm Italian all the time. My mom and I just laugh it off. Some people think I'm Hispanic and they speak Spanish to me. It's no big deal."
"Are you done?"
Joanna hugged her arms close to her body. "I'd like to be done."
"You've got to talk to your mother, Joanna."
"I have. She thinks it's a coincidence."
"What do you think?"
Joanna moved away from the window. "I don't know. They say everyone has a double.It happens. A fluke of genetics."
"Your mother has always been so possessive of you," Nora said slowly. "She rarely let you out of her sight. Even in college she used to call you a couple of times a week and come down on the weekends. It was always fun to have her around, but now that I think about it, it was a bit odd."
She held up a hand. "Please, Nora. Don't speculate. Believe me, I'm doing enough of that on my own."
"What if something really strange happened?"
"Like what?"
"Like you were kidnapped. You might have been one of those kids who was stolen as a baby."
Joanna's hand shook as she tucked her hair behind her ear. "Don't be ridiculous. You know my mother. Can you imagine her doing such a thing?"
Nora didn't answer.
"Neither can I," Joanna finished. "I have to get out of here."
"Are you going home?"
"I don't know. I need to talk to someone who can tell me something, someone who can make sense of this absurd situation. Maybe I should talk to the twins' father again. Find out more about the De Lucas."
Nora walked her to the door. "The girls told me about your trip to their house and the ice cream parlor. Are you sure talking to Mr. Ashton is a good idea? You're getting pretty involved with this man and his family."
"I'm not sure about anything anymore," Joanna said as she left the room. Her life had once been so calm, so peaceful, so boring. Now she felt continually uneasy, as if every second of each day brought her closer to the edge of a precipice, and she was terribly afraid that if she fell in, she wouldn't ever get out. Unless someone threw her a lifeline -- someone like Michael.
 
* * *
 
Michael set down his drafting pencil. His sketch of the Connaught Office Building still didn't impress him. The lines were too bland. There was nothing exciting about it. It certainly wasn't special enough to replace the Stratton Hotel.
Impulsively he picked up the paper and crumpled it into a ball, "With two seconds on the clock," he said, mimicking a sports announcer, "he goes for the three pointer. At the buzzer he shoots and scores."
He tossed the paper ball through the small plastic hoop he had placed over the trash can. If nothing else, his shooting skills were getting better.
He sat back in his chair and tried to get inspired, but instead of lines and angles, he thought about Joanna, about her passionate plea to restore the Stratton. Of course, he could never convince Gary Connaught to do that. He wouldn't even try. Jackson Cox would probably fire him if he even mentioned the word "restoration."
Resting his hands behind his head, he stared at the ceiling. He needed a vision, something to spark his imagination. Who was he kidding? There was nothing to get excited about. He was designing a rectangle, a very expensive checkerboard of squares that would reach into the sky, blocking out sunlight and turning the street below into a dark and windy tunnel.
But he was not destroying the city. Contrary to what Joanna thought, there could be beauty in modern buildings, buildings that would withstand earthquakes, that could house offices, condos, and restaurants all within one structure. Each generation demanded its own monuments. Who was she to criticize Gary Connaught's choice of an office building?
A historian, that's who she was. He smiled to himself. Joanna might look like Angela, but she certainly didn't think like her. Angela had thrown food out before the expiration date just to make sure she didn't have anything old in the refrigerator. She had watched the fashion trends like a hawk, never wanting to be left behind the newest fad.
He'd been drawn to Angela's zest for life. She had always lived in the "now," not the past or the future but the very second at hand. She'd resisted his attempts to plan for the future, to draw up a will, to buy life insurance.
Sometimes late at night, when he was alone in the bed they had shared, he wondered what Angela had thought during those last few seconds of her life. Had she whispered "I love you" to him or the twins? Had she prayed to be rescued? Had she simply thought that this was just another adventure that she would live to tell about? Or had she known that the end had come?
Of course, he would never know the answers to those questions or to the other questions he had, such as why Angela had gone to the party when she'd promised to stay home, how she'd come to be on the boat in the first place, and who the dark-haired man with the thick mustache had been who wept uncontrollably at her funeral when the empty urn was lowered into the ground,
He had never tried to find out the man's identity. He hadn't wanted to know what their relationship had been. He wanted to remember Angela as a faithful, loving wife -- even if it wasn't true.
The intercom buzzed. "Iris Sandbury is on line one," Helen said. "I wouldn't have disturbed you, but she said it was important." 
"Thanks." Michael picked up the phone. "Iris? How are you?"
"I'm wonderful. Michael, I think I've discovered a gold mine."
He smiled at the enthusiasm in her voice. Iris Sandbury was in her mid-fifties, the wife of Michael's former boss, Greg Sandbury. Greg had brought Michael into the firm, mentored him through the early years, and taught him more about structure and design than anyone he had ever met.
Since Greg's death, Iris, who came from money, amused herself by buying and selling houses. Although Michael had explained to her on numerous occasions that he didn't design houses, she loved to ask his advice, swearing that Greg always told her Michael was the best.
"What have you discovered this time?" he asked.
"The house where Ruby Mae Whitcomb, San Francisco's most infamous madam, lived out the last fifty years of her life. And it's going to be listed next Tuesday."
"Ruby Mae Whitcomb?" He tried to place the name.
"Yes. Surely you've heard the legends. She made a living running a very profitable whorehouse in the twenties. She supposedly died in a fire. At least that's what everyone thought, but I just found out that she has been living in seclusion in an isolated house in the Seacliff area."
"Seacliff," Michael echoed. The neighborhood of Seacliff, located on the northwestern edge of San Francisco, overlooked China Beach, aptly named for the Chinese smugglers who had landed there in the mid-1800's. The homes were large and expensive, many isolated by thick trees as they perched on the edge of the cliffs.
"Apparently Ruby Mae died a few weeks ago, and a very distant relative inherited the property," Iris continued.
"And that distant relative now wants to sell?"
"Yes. And I want to buy it."
"You haven't even seen it," he said, amused by her impulsiveness.
"I saw a bit of it from the street. The house and the property look terribly neglected, but the land is valuable and the location absolutely superb. I want to jump on it as soon as I can."
"But --" Michael prodded, knowing she hadn't just called to share her good news.
"But I'm leaving for Mexico in thirty minutes. I'm at the airport now. Could you look at it for me, tell me if you think I would be able to preserve the house or if I need to raze it and build something from scratch?"
"Sure, I can get out there in the next day or two."
"You have to go in an hour," Iris said. "The relative is leaving on a business trip. He's willing to give you a key if you can get out there before he leaves."
"Iris, I'm busy." He looked at his plans for the Connaught office building, which were going nowhere fast.
"Oh, please, Michael. Gregory always valued your opinion. I know you won't steer me wrong."
He sighed as she pushed his guilt buttons. He'd always been a sucker for hard luck stories and lonesome voices. "All right, I'll go. Tell me how to get there." He jotted down the directions.
"Thanks, Michael. I really appreciate this."
"Have a good trip." He hung up the phone and reached for his coat. The intercom buzzed again. "Yes?"
"Michael, there's someone here to see you," Helen said, her voice somewhat hushed.
"Do you want me to guess?"
"She says her name is Joanna Wingate. For a moment there I thought I was seeing a ghost. What's going on?"
Joanna. His stomach muscles clenched. His heart sped up. He took a deep breath. "Send her in."
"Aren't you going to tell me what's going on?"
"No."
"Fine," Helen said with a sigh.
Michael slipped on his coat as Joanna entered the office.
She looked beautiful; soft curves in a rose-colored short sweater worn over a floral skirt. Her curly dark hair drifted past her shoulders, framing her big, dark eyes. Her lips glistened with a soft hue of pink. No bright red lipstick for her, no long painted fingernails, no black leather or tight jeans.
With a shake of his head, he told himself to stop comparing Joanna to Angela.
"Michael," Joanna said tentatively, "I hope I'm not interrupting, but I need to talk to you."
"The girls -- "
"They're fine. Their grandmother picked them up."
That was a relief. "So you met Sophia?"
"No, I didn't. I was on the phone when she came. One of the other teachers told me that Mrs. De Luca wanted to speak to me about something. Do you know what she wanted to talk about?"
"I suspect she wanted to see what you look like. I told her about the resemblance."
Her gaze filled with concern. "Something's wrong, Michael. I don't know what it is, but I can feel it in my heart. My resemblance to Angela is not a coincidence. I need to find out more about the De Lucas.  Maybe one of Sophia's sisters or a cousin or somebody gave away a baby or something.  Whatever happened in the past, I need to know."
He watched the emotions play across her face, the uncertainty in her eyes, the fear, the determination. There was a certain strength in the graceful tilt of her chin, the set of her shoulders. He had never met a woman who could look so feminine and so tough at the same time. 
"I made some calls earlier today to some old neighbors," she continued. "My parents lived in San Rafael before they moved to the city.  But what's odd is that no one ever saw my mother pregnant.  And I went through the photo albums last night because I couldn't sleep, and there were no pictures of my mother pregnant either.  My parents took photos of everything, Michael. Every breath I took. They were almost fanatical about recording each moment of my life. But the earliest photo they have of me is one taken in my bassinet at home, the day after my birth."
"Maybe your mother didn't want any pictures taken of her while she was pregnant," he  suggested, although his stomach clenched in uneasiness.
"That's possible. The neighbor said she assumed I had been born several months after they moved to the city, but my mother always told me I was born just a few weeks after they moved. Surely she couldn't have hidden nine months of pregnancy."
"What are you saying, Joanna?"
"That maybe my parents weren't really my parents," she said.  
He met her worried gaze. "Do you think you were adopted?" 
"Or taken." She slapped a hand to her mouth. "I can't believe I just said that out loud."
"It's a big leap," he said slowly.
"Yes.  Maybe too big.  But my gut tells me there's some mystery surrounding my birth and my resemblance to Angela is tied up in it."
He drew in a deep breath as Joanna paced restlessly in front of him. Could she be right? Could she be related to the De Lucas? That could mean trouble for his family, for his in-laws, for the girls, for Tony and Frank, and God knows who else. How could he be part of anything that might hurt them?
If there was a De Luca secret to be kept, shouldn't he be keeping it? Hadn't Sophia and Vincent adopted him to all intents and purposes, showering him with the love and affection he had never gotten from his own parents? He owed them his unquestioning loyalty, his love, his trust. He didn't owe Joanna anything. She was a stranger to him.
An irresistibly attractive stranger, he silently amended as she turned and looked into his eyes. She was Angela, and yet she was more, a woman instead of a girl, strong instead of weak, thoughtful instead of impetuous. And he wanted her.  He wanted to kiss her, drag his hands through her hair, watch the natural flush of her cheeks turn red with passion. He took another deep breath and let it out. 
This was ridiculous. He needed to find a blonde or a redhead, someone with green eyes or blue eyes or red-rimmed eyes, he thought frantically. Someone who wouldn't confuse him, who wouldn't torture him like this.
"Michael?" Joanna asked.  "Is something wrong?"
"You.  You're wrong.  And I'm wrong.  And everything is wrong," he said with a frustrated wave of his hand. "What are you doing here? Last night you said you wanted to go back to basics, keep things simple, be teacher/parent and nothing else."
"You're right. I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have dumped this on you. I just didn't know who else to talk to. I'll go."
"No, don't," he said abruptly. "Don't leave."
"Are you sure?"
"I want to help you."
"I would appreciate it," she said. "But maybe it's not fair to you."
"Life isn't fair, but we'll figure it out, Joanna."
"If there's something to figure out and this isn't all just a coincidence."
"It may come to that, but we're not there yet. However, if you want to keep talking, you have to come with me," he said.  
"Where are you going?" she asked warily.
"To check out a house for a friend. She's thinking of buying it, and wants to know if the house should be torn down or remodeled."
"You didn't just tell her to tear it down?"
"Not sight unseen, no, but that may be my recommendation in the end." He picked up his keys. "By the way, the owner of the house was supposedly an infamous madam of the twenties. Ruby Mae Whitcomb."
Excitement flared in her eyes.  "Ruby Mae Whitcomb? That's impossible. She died in a fire at her whorehouse decades ago."
"Maybe not," he said.
"If Ruby Mae didn't die, there could be all kinds of stories in that house."
"Does that mean you're coming with me?"
"Just try and stop me."
He'd like to stop her, he thought as he followed her out of his office. He'd like to stop her from driving him crazy, from invading his thoughts, from being so damn sexy and appealing. Instead of stopping her, he was pushing her forward. At this rate she'd probably end up in his arms before the day was through.



Chapter Eleven
 

I wish you could have met Joanna, Grandma," Lily said as she climbed onto the swing at the playground. "She's so pretty, and so nice."
"That's because she's Mama." Rose took the swing next to her sister.
Sophia gave each swing a push. She didn't know quite what to say to the girls about Joanna's resemblance to their mother. Maybe for the moment it was best just to distract them. She gave Lily's swing another push.
Lily liked to go as high as she could, pointing her tiny feet toward the tips of the trees in the distance.
"Are you ready to touch the stars, Lily?" Sophia asked.
"Yes. I want you to push me so high I can grab a star and bring it back down to you."
Sophia smiled at the familiar game. "Oh, good. I could use a few more stars."
"Where do you put them all, Grandma?" Rose asked, content to swing at a slower, more conservative pace.
"I put them back in the sky every night just before I go to bed, and I make a wish."
"What do you wish for?"
Sophia gave each swing another push as she considered the question. "Different things. Sometimes I wish for a bright sunny day or a big hug and a kiss from one of my grandchildren. Sometimes I just wish for another day as good as the last."
"Do you ever wish that Mama would come back?" Rose asked.
"Yes, I wish that all the time." Sophia felt a tug on her heart as she remembered the little girl she had once pushed on these very swings. Angela had liked to swing high like Lily, but she'd never swung for very long, always impatient to move on to the next activity.
At first she had been against Angela's marriage to Michael. Then she'd realized that Michael was good for her daughter. He was stable and loving and responsible. She'd relied on Michael to bring Tony home in good shape from whatever party they went to, and it was easy to let Michael take care of Angela, too.
Easy but probably not fair. She and Vincent should have talked Michael and Angela into waiting. Although she doubted they could have changed Angela's mind. Her daughter's stubborn streak surpassed her father's. For all her flaws, Angela had been her baby girl, and what a girl -- full of joy, with a zest for life that kept them going. Angela loved everyone, and everyone loved her -- especially her children.
Angela had treated Lily and Rose like her little sisters instead of her daughters, spoiling them with treats, dressing them up in fancy clothes, helping them paint their bedroom wall with watercolors. It had been left to Michael to do the dirty work, to discipline the girls, to make sure they ate the right food and went to bed at a decent hour. 
"Grandma," Lily said, interrupting her thoughts. "You got your wish, because I think Joanna is Mama. She's just a little different."
"I think so, too," Rose agreed. "Mariah told us we would find Mama at school, and we did."
"Mariah is magic," Lily said. "You believe in her, don't you, Grandma?"
Believe in Mariah, a wizard in a crystal ball that she'd found in an antiques shop? She should say no, but magic had always been a part of her soul.  Still, she shouldn't be encouraging the girls to think that Mariah could bring their mother back. Not even magic could do that.  Thankfully, she was saved from answering as she opened the kitchen door to De Luca's restaurant, and the sound of Italian opera surrounded them.  
Louis De Luca, her brother-in-law, was rolling out dough for pizza at one end of the kitchen, while Vincent chopped up onions and other vegetables for the salads and pasta toppings. Louis sang along with Pavarotti, his voice blessed with enthusiasm but not talent.
Before she could say hello, Vincent slammed the pizza dough down on the table and turned toward his brother. "Mio Dio! Have we not heard enough of your voice?"
Rose and Lily giggled as the two men argued, half in Italian, half in English. Sophia smiled to herself. Louis and Vincent had spent forty years together in this kitchen, cooking and arguing, arguing and cooking. They had prepared each dish with passion and a sense of tradition, but their time was passing. Louis' son, Rico, had just graduated from the San Francisco Culinary Institute and was beginning to take over more of the cooking responsibilities. Frank now handled the accounting and ordered the food. In the next year Vincent and Louis would both retire. She couldn't imagine this kitchen without them. She also couldn't imagine Vincent in her house twenty-four hours a day.
Time was moving on. So many things were changing. People coming in and out of her life, children growing up, children dying. As she glanced down at Lily and Rose, she thanked God for their presence. They kept Angela's memory alive with their crazy schemes and loving ways.
Vincent finally saw them.  He opened his arms wide and smiled at the girls as he said, "Come to Grandpapa." 
The girls ran into his embrace and took turns kissing him on each cheek. Sophia loved watching Vincent with the children. He was gentle and soft with them, loving, tender. Emotions that she rarely saw in him anymore.
With her he had always been somewhat stern, reserved, taking his role as husband and provider seriously. Too seriously, she had often thought. She had wanted a teasing, playful lover, an equal companion, but they had never been equal, and rarely playful. But how could she complain of a husband who worked hard, who was generous with his money, who took care of his children and his family? She should be counting her blessings instead of wishing on stars.
"You have been good, yes?" Vincent said to the girls, raising one eyebrow.
Rose giggled. "Yes. We only had one time-out today, and it wasn't our fault."
"Not your fault?"
"No, it wasn't," Lily said. "Billy Dutton pushed me, and I had to push him back."
"Why did you not just walk away?"
"Because he was bad. He pushed me."
"How hard?"
"Very hard."
Vincent nodded with understanding. "Then perhaps it is good. You showed this boy he cannot mess around with a De Luca."
"Oh, Vincent. Lily shouldn't be pushing other children, and her last name is Ashton," she interrupted.  
"She is a De Luca, aren't you?" He tickled Lily until she said yes. Vincent laughed. "You are hungry, no?"
"I'm starving," Lily said. "Can I have some garlic bread?"
"With your spaghetti, mia cara. Here, this will keep your stomachs busy for the next few minutes." He handed them each a slice of pepperoni.
"Can we fold napkins again?" Rose asked.
"Of course. Your cousin Marlena is in the dining room. She'll help you."
As the girls ran out of the room, Vincent turned to her. "Where is Michael?"
"At work." She set her purse down on the counter and picked up the sponge to wipe off the remnants of a head of lettuce. "He works too hard, you know. What with taking care of the girls and all, I worry about him. Remember how much he used to love to sail with Tony or read those mystery novels? And basketball, he was so talented, I don't think he does anything for himself any more. He just works and tries to keep up with the girls."
"Sophia."
She heard the censure in his voice. "What?"
"You picked up the girls?" he asked, a hard note in his voice.
"Yes." She waited for the flood of angry words, the recriminations, the scolding, but none came. When she turned her head she saw that Vincent had a knife in his hand and was chopping fast and furiously, taking out his anger on a pile of freshly washed mushrooms that scattered across the cutting board with each slice of the knife.
She set down her sponge and walked over to him. "Stop it. You'll hurt yourself."
"Hurt myself?" He paused, turning the knife in his hand until the blade pointed toward his heart. "Why don't you just stab me now and be done with it, instead of killing me slowly?"
"Don't be so dramatic," she said, although she was disturbed by the intensity of his words. "I'm not doing anything to hurt you." She glanced over her shoulder at Louis. He stared back at them with blatant curiosity. "Would you mind leaving us alone for a few minutes?" she asked.
Louis hesitated, then nodded. "Five minutes only. We have food to prepare."
When they were alone she said, "I wanted to see her, but she wasn't there."
The muscles in his face relaxed. "Good. I told you to forget her. Did you talk to your sister?" 
"Yes. Elena said the same thing, that we should leave the past in the past."
"Then let it be."
"I can't. Since the girls told me about her, I haven't been able to think of anything else."
"Why?"
"You know why," she said gazing into his eyes.
"You made me a promise, Sophia."
She felt a rush of guilt at his words. Yes, she had made promises. Many promises. She had promised her dying mother to watch out for her little sisters, Elena and Carlotta, to take care of them, to protect them. She had promised her husband to love and to cherish him, to honor and to obey. But what had seemed so easy at twenty and thirty had become so difficult in the later years of her life.
Carlotta had been no problem, marrying a lawyer when she was nineteen. Her three children were all grown now, with children of their own. Elena had been a different story. Elena had grown up with a mind of her own, with no thought to the worries of her older sister, constantly making a mockery of Sophia's attempt to keep her promise.
And Vincent -- she had spent forty years with the man. She had lived with him longer than she had lived with her parents. She had slept in his bed longer than she had slept alone. She had cared for him when he was sick, as he had cared for her.
She had loved him, and she had hated him, too.  She suspected he felt much the same way, but they didn't speak of such things -- not of the love or of the hate. Together they had taught each other to lie.
"We can't replace Angela with this woman." Vincent stared down at the scattered slices of mushrooms. "She was our daughter. This other woman is not part of our family."
"Maybe she is.  We need to meet her."
"No, it would be a disloyalty to Angela." Vincent set the knife down. He walked over to her and took her hands in his. There was still anger in his eyes, but also love and worry, "This isn't good for you. You must leave it alone."
"How do you know what's good for me?"
He looked at her in amazement. "Because I love you, Sophia. I've always loved you." 
"Oh, Vincent, I can't forget what we did. You and me and Elena -- "
He put a finger to her lips. "Sh-sh."
She closed her eyes, wishing she had the courage to speak out. Vincent drew her into his arms and stroked her hair. For a moment she let him comfort her.
"It will be all right, Sophia."
They were the same words he had spoken before. But it would never be all right. Never.
 
* * *
 
Joanna had never imagined that she would be sitting in Michael Ashton's car, driving across town to look at a house. She had told herself the night before that she would not get involved with him. But here she sat, letting the breeze blow through her hair as Michael punched the buttons on the radio. He was probably a killer with the television remote control, too, she thought with a smile. His fingers moved faster than her mind. She could barely ascertain whether the station was rock, country, or pop before Michael moved on to the next, finally settling for a sports update.
It was early summer, and baseball was the talk of the town. The San Francisco Giants were primed for a good season, and as Joanna listened to the announcer talk about the team's chances for the upcoming year, she realized how much she had missed while her father was ill, the whimsical things of life such as baseball in the summer, ice cream cones, and sitting on a blanket at the beach watching the fireworks go off on the Fourth of July. As a perpetual student and a teacher, summer had always been summer, vacation time, big books to read on sandy beaches, the smell of sunscreen, cold lemonade sliding down a parched throat.
Last summer her father had just been diagnosed with cancer. In the weeks that followed she'd spent her days in hospital corridors and doctors' waiting rooms, looking at X rays and trying to make sense of medical reports with words that boasted more letters than the entire alphabet.
There hadn't been time for the lazy days of summer last year, or for the falling leaves of autumn, or the chill of winter, and definitely not for the bounty of spring. It would have seemed more fitting for her father to die in the cold, rainy days of a dark winter than to simply slip away on what might have been the prettiest day of the year,
She had cried against the beauty of that day, appalled that flowers could still bloom, that kids could graduate from school, that her friends could make plans to travel, that they could talk about what they were doing over the summer.
How could the rest of the world care so little?
Because he had been just one man.
A special man. As the memories filled her mind, she questioned how she could even doubt that her father had been her father. He had loved her. He had taken care of her. He had been her adviser, her court jester, her tennis partner -- her friend.
It couldn't have all been a lie.
Michael's hand on her knee startled her out of her thoughts, and like a spark igniting a fire she felt instant awareness. Another problem, she thought with a sigh.
"Are you all right?" Michael asked. "You're quiet."
"I do my best thinking in the car."
"What are you thinking about?"
"Throwing myself out the door when you stop at the next light."
He flipped the automatic locks. "No can do. You're trapped."
"I'm sure I can open it from my side."
"Nope, this is a childproof car. I'm the only one who can let you out." He grinned. "I kind of like this. There is actually one thing in my life I can control."
"Meaning you can't control the rest of it?"
"In case you haven't noticed, Lily and Rose both have a bossy streak. At work I have the illusion of control. I even manage several people, but every one of my ideas still has to be approved by someone else."
She turned in her seat so she could face him. "When did you decide to become an architect?"
"In the seventh grade. We built a replica of city hall out of building blocks." He smiled at her. "I didn't like the way the other kids built it. I kept wanting to add floors, roofs, decks and arched doorways. It was supposed to be a team project, but the other kids got so disgusted with my ripping things down that I basically wound up doing it by myself."
"Obviously you were good at it."
"I think the teacher gave me a C and said my design was interesting but not functional. She couldn't figure out how the people who worked in the back of the building could actually get to their offices without climbing through a window."
"Everybody's a critic," she teased.
"Tell me about it. Okay, my turn. Why history, Joanna?"
"Because I like old things and I enjoy learning about the past. Actually I started out wanting to be a teacher, but growing up in my family as an only child, it didn't seem enough."
"Enough what?"
"Prestige, money, glory,"
He sent her a curious look. "You don't strike me as the kind of person who wants those things."
"I don't, but my mother and father did. It wasn't that they were that ambitious themselves, but they wanted a lot for me. There was no one else in the family to distract them. Believe me, I longed for siblings.  What about you?  Do you have brothers and sisters?"
"Two half brothers, both younger. My parents split up when I was four. I barely remember my father. My mother remarried when I was nine and had Connor. You would have thought the sun rose and set in that kid's face. She loved him to death. That marriage lasted until I was fourteen. She met someone else when I was seventeen and got pregnant with Brian. Once again she was in baby heaven."
"How do you and your brothers get along?"
"We weren't close as kids, too many years between us, and less close now. My mom and Brian came out for Angela's funeral. Brian is sixteen now. I've missed most of his life. I don't even know him. Connor is in the army. He sends me cards once in awhile. That's it."
"It doesn't sound like you had a great childhood," she ventured.
"It was all right.  And what I couldn't get at home, I got at the De Lucas.  They were my second family long before Angela and I got together.  " 
The De Lucas. They were back to them. No wonder Michael was so attached to his in-laws. They seemed to care more about him than his own family did. As Michael reached for the buttons on the radio, she stopped his hand. "I like this station."
"You do? Are you sure?"
"Michael, we've heard every station beaming down a signal from here to Mars."
"If you stick to one channel, you might miss something."
"Or I might actually get to hear an entire song. Wow, what a novel idea."
He grinned as he put his hand back on the steering wheel. "All right. But no singing. I hate people who sing along to songs on the radio."
"Like you've never done it," she teased.
"Only when I'm alone."
"Funny how many things we do when we're alone that we would never admit to."
He pulled up to a stoplight. "That sounds interesting. Do you want to share?"
"Not a chance."
"Mm-mm, I'm getting all kinds of ideas here. Like maybe you strip down to your underwear and dance around the house like Madonna."
Joanna put a hand to her chest. "Me? Do I remind you of Madonna? Because if so, I think you might need glasses, I' m a historian. I like libraries and I adore museums, not exactly a material girl." 
"There's another side to you, I'll bet, one you keep locked away because it isn't appropriate for your job or your friends or your family."
She laughed nervously. He saw too much, way too much. "Don't be silly. I am who I am."
"Are you? Maybe we'll have to find out."
Joanna straightened in her seat as the atmosphere in the car went from light and breezy to personal. "I think you know enough."
He gave her a curious look.  "Not even close to enough."
She drew in a breath.  "Nothing can happen between us, you know that."
"You do keep reminding me."
"Because it would be a huge mistake."
"I'm not arguing that possibility." 
She should have been happy he was so agreeable, but she wasn't.  "Okay, then."
"Okay," he echoed.  "Can you read the street sign?" 
"El Camino del Mar."
"That's the one we want." He turned to the right. "Now we have to look for number one seventeen."
Joanna scanned the houses as they drove slowly along the winding street that would eventually lead them to the sea. The houses were large and set apart from their neighbors. Unlike most of San Francisco, there were shrubs and trees surrounding the homes, a suburban feel on the edge of a crowded city.
"It's hard to believe Ruby Mae Whitcomb could have lived here for fifty years and nobody knew," she mused.
"It's a secluded community. Not much in the way of neighborhood block parties."
"I always wanted to live in a real neighborhood, but I grew up in a high-rise building."
"Is that why you have a problem with skyscrapers?"
"I don't have a problem with them; I just don't think they're particularly beautiful or have any character and what's a city without character.  I can't believe you an architect dream only of tall squares."
"No, when I was a kid, I wanted to build a house with gables, turrets, towers, and dungeons. Something with secret passageways and hidden staircases, and bookcases that turned into revolving doors," he said with a smile.  
"That sounds fun. Maybe you still can."
"I doubt anyone would want to live in it.  What about you?  Did you always want to be a historian -- a teacher?" 
"I thought about becoming a ballet dancer. They were all thin, gorgeous, and bitchy. I wanted to dance on the stage in the spotlight with hundreds of men vying for the touch of my hand on their brow. But I'm as clumsy as an elephant, as inflexible as a stick, and I like to eat."
"You are gorgeous," he said.
"Yeah, and bitchy, too. Especially when I'm hungry."
"That's okay." Michael opened the glove compartment. "I'm prepared for hungry, cranky females."
Joanna laughed at the assortment of crackers, chips, raisins, and cookies. "You are prepared."
"A regular Boy Scout."
"Were you?"
"No. I never had a dad to take me to those things. My first stepdad tried, but he was a salesman and traveled a lot. We moved every year for a while."
"Does your mother live close by?" she asked.
"No, she and my second stepdad moved to New York when I was a senior in high school. I decided enough was enough, and I didn't go with them. I moved in with the De Lucas, and the rest is history, as they say."
"You married their daughter."
He flashed her a wry smile. "It seemed like the right thing to do at the time."
"What about now?"
"I wish I could say it was the smartest thing I ever did, but I'd be lying.  It was the biggest mistake of my life to date," he said with a sigh.
"To date?"
"There's still time -- especially with you around."
Joanna looked away from his compelling gaze. She knew exactly what he meant. Only, she had a feeling she might be the one making the mistake.


Chapter Twelve
 
Michael pulled the car over to the side of the street, "I think that's it -- number one seventeen." He tipped his head toward a pair of wrought iron gates. "Let's check it out." He was more than ready to get out of the intimate confines of the car, because the more he learned about Joanna Wingate, the more he liked her, and he wasn't sure liking her was good for anyone.
Joanna opened her door and stepped onto the sidewalk. "The walls are so high, I can't even see the house."
"The owner is supposed to meet us with a key." He pushed on one of the gates, and it reluctantly opened with a great deal of squeaking and groaning.
"Doesn't sound like Ruby Mae got too many visitors," Joanna said, following Michael into the yard.
"Apparently she liked her privacy."
As they walked toward the house, a man came down the driveway. He looked to be in his mid-forties, and his expensive suit and silk tie spoke well of his success.
"Michael Ashton?" he asked.
"Yes. I'm here to pick up the key for Mrs. Sandbury."
"Of course. I'm Jeremy Gladstone. I'm the owner of this house, such as it is."
"Nice to meet you. This is a friend of mine, Joanna Wingate," Michael said as he shook hands with Jeremy.
"Are you really related to Ruby Mae Whitcomb?" she asked, unable to contain her excitement at meeting a descendant of one of the city's most infamous women.
"I'm not sure," Jeremy replied with an apologetic shrug. "This house was owned by a woman named Rebecca Margaret Whitcomb. I do believe that might be the same woman you're referring to."
"Yes, that's her." Joanna nodded. "Ruby Mae was her stage name."
"I don't know anything about her, I'm afraid. And there's no one left who does. My grandmother Elsa was apparently her illegitimate daughter. Rebecca Margaret or Ruby Mae, as you call her, apparently gave her up for adoption when she was an infant."
"Adoption?" she echoed.
He couldn't help but be struck by the word as well. He'd rarely thought much about adoption, but now the word seemed to be haunting him.
Could Joanna have been adopted? He mentally ran through the list of De Lucas who would be the right age to have a daughter of Joanna's age. He only came up with three. Carlotta, Sophia's younger sister by two years; Elena, Sophia's younger sister by five years; and Sophia herself. But Sophia had three children. Carlotta had three and Elena had two. None seemed likely candidates to have given up a baby. Although Elena had lived a somewhat wild life before her marriage.
"Did Ruby Mae ever contact your grandmother?" Joanna asked as Jeremy led them up the driveway toward the house.
"I believe she did once. My grandmother didn't want anything to do with the woman who'd abandoned her."
"But Ruby Mae was a legend," she said.
"Not in grandmother's mind. She was just the woman who'd given her away. I guess she never got past that. Anyway, this Ruby Mae kept stacks of paper. Her house is filled to the rafters with things." Jeremy wrinkled his nose. "I can't even imagine what's in there."
"Maybe a gold mine of historical information," Joanna said. "Just think. She might have letters from some of the men who frequented her house of ill repute. Oh, the stories she could have told."
He smiled. He loved the way Joanna's eyes fired with enthusiasm, the passion in her voice. She looked as if she'd just been given the keys to a treasure chest that had been buried for hundreds of years.
He stopped abruptly as the house came into view. While Joanna had been excited by the prospect of what was inside the house, he was absolutely captivated by the house itself. The Victorian stood three stories tall with a mansard roof and a grand stairway in the front. The design was late I800s, and the original craftsmanship took his breath away. There were small half-moon windows along the third story. Garlands and scrolls decorated the facade. It was a house of history, of beauty -- of neglect. The dangerously weak roof, the chipped paint, the broken shingles, the cracked windows, made him sick to his stomach. How could anyone have let this house go?
"Not much to look at, is it?" Jeremy said. "When I first came through the neighborhood, I thought I might have inherited a mansion, but this ..." He shook his head. "I think the best thing is to level it and start all over."
"No!" Joanna cried. "No," she said more quietly at Jeremy's look of astonishment. "The house is part of history, especially if the owner was Ruby Mae Whitcomb, It might even be considered a historical landmark."
"I don't know about that," Jeremy replied. "And frankly, I'm from St. Louis. All I want to do is sell this house and take whatever I can get for it and go home." He handed Michael the keys. "Here you go. I'll be back on Monday. I'm hoping to put the house on the market next Tuesday. In fact, if you know of anyone else who might be interested, you can have them call Conrad Davenport, my real estate broker. Here's his card. I promised Mrs. Sandbury an early look, but when I get back I'll be eager to find a buyer."
"Mr. Gladstone," Joanna said, "would it be all right if we looked through some of the papers inside? Just to see if there's anything of historical value?"
"Rummage to your heart's content, Ms. Wingate. I'd be happy to turn over anything and everything to the historical society. In fact, it would make cleaning out the house a lot easier."
Joanna moved next to Michael as Jeremy Gladstone got into his car and drove away. "I can't believe that man wants to sell this house. Can you?"
"It needs a lot of work."
She frowned at him.
"What did I say?" he asked.
"You don't think this house should be torn down, do you?"
"I haven't looked closely enough to determine that," he said, deliberately baiting her.
"Oh, come on. It's an architect's dream."
"It may be unsafe to live in."
"So you can make it safe with the right remodeling design."
"You never throw anything away, do you?" Michael asked as he walked up the steps to the front door. "You're probably one of those people who has the first dollar she ever made and every certificate she won in school."
"And what if I do? Keeping things that are important to you isn't a crime. Someday future generations will be fascinated by the way we lived. But how will they know how we lived if we don't preserve things, if we send everything to the garbage dump or burn it until nothing is left but ashes?" She stopped abruptly, an odd expression on her face.
"What's wrong?" he asked, surprised at her change of mood.
"My mother burned something last night, something she didn't want me to see. I found the ashes."
"What are you talking about?" he asked in confusion.
"When I showed my mother the photo of Angela, she was in my father's den, going through his things. He was the kind of man who kept everything, too. I asked if I could help, and I reached for an envelope on the desk. She practically slapped my hand away. Later, when I went into the den, the envelope was gone, and there were ashes in the wastebasket."
He listened with growing disquiet, once again reminded that her identity could put him in a difficult position. It wasn't just her resemblance to Angela. It was the suggestion of a blood tie, a relationship that had been kept secret for thirty years, that bothered him.
"I should just go home and confront my mother," Joanna said. "But I'm scared. I'm afraid she'll lie, and I'm afraid she'll tell me the truth. Maybe I don't want to know what she burned. Maybe it's better if I don't."
"That doesn't sound like a historian to me."
"I'm also a woman and a daughter, and God knows what else."
Michael didn't think past the pain in her eyes, the fear in her voice, the trembling of her lips. He pulled her into his arms and pressed her head against his chest. 
"I don't want to erase my past," she muttered.
"That won't happen."
She lifted her gaze to his.  "What if everything I know about myself is a lie?"
"Then it's time you found out the truth."
"It will change everything."
"It might," he agreed. "But not knowing will be worse." At least he thought it would be.
 
* * * 
 
Tony had barely set foot in De Luca's when he saw Kathleen Shannon, the pretty, sharp-tongued Irish woman he couldn't seem to forget. She was serving dinner to a party of four businessman, but the men appeared to be more focused on the undone buttons of her blouse than their arriving meals.
He scowled, not sure why he felt so damn irritated. His bad mood got worse when he saw Helen and Joey sitting in one of the dark booths against the wall. Helen was laughing at something Joey said. Joey Scopazzi, Tony thought with disgust. The guy had never been able to tell a joke. If he didn't forget the punch line, he usually screwed it up. In fact, Joey Scopazzi had been one of the biggest screw-ups at Our Lady of Angels Elementary School. And now Joey Scopazzi, of all people, was marrying Helen. Tony would never understand women, not in a million years.
He turned his attention back to Kathleen.
When she saw him she quickly turned her head toward the kitchen, then back again, as if she were looking for someone else. She set down the plates and walked over to him. For some reason his stomach clenched and he felt expectant. For what, he had no idea.
Without a word Kathleen took his hand and led him across the room.
"Where are we going?" he muttered.
She ignored him.
Wherever they were going had to be better than this room, where Joey and Helen were acting like people in love. He waved to Lily and Rose, who were having dinner with Sophia and Vincent and a couple of the cousins. Sophia's eyes narrowed when she saw him with Kathleen. Fortunately Vincent didn't notice him at all.
Kathleen left the main dining room and went into the hall that led toward the telephones, the rest rooms, and the two private dining rooms that De Luca's offered for special parties.
He liked the feel of her hand in his. He liked the scent of her perfume. She smelled like Ireland. Her reddish gold hair had been swept up off her face and knotted with a gold band at the top of her head, revealing the slender curve of her neck, the fineness of her bones, the tiny earlobes, the long, dangly earrings. He'd always been a sucker for long, sexy earrings.
In fact, there wasn't much about Kathleen Shannon that he didn't like, except maybe her personality. But that didn't matter. If she wanted to take him into the back room and fool around, who was he to say no? Helen certainly wouldn't care.
Kathleen stopped in front of the door leading into the larger of the two private dining rooms. Tony knew the rooms were empty, because they rarely used them during the week, and if there had been a party, the doors would have been open and extra waiters on duty.
He put his hands on her shoulders and smiled at her, "How long until you have to pick up your next table?"
"Five minutes," she said with a wicked grin. "Is that enough time for you? Or is it too long?"
"I guess you'll just have to find out." He lowered his head to kiss her, but she slipped away with a laugh.
"In your dreams," Kathleen said, opening the door. "He's all yours."
She pushed Tony into the room. Great, he'd been expecting secret sex in a back room, and all he got was Frank and Linda. As Kathleen left he could swear he heard her laughing. One of these days he would turn the tables on her.
"Oh, good, you're here," Linda said. "I asked Kathleen to keep an eye out for you."
The door closed behind him. "What's up?"
"We need to talk to you about the party, but quickly, because Vincent and Sophia will be done with dinner soon and we don't want them to see us here together."
"You're always here together."
"Not hiding in the back room," Linda said logically.
"That's true." He stopped, suddenly struck by something. "Linda, are you wearing the same dress as my mother? I could have sworn I just saw her in the dining room ..."
"No, this one is navy. Hers is black," Linda said, smoothing down the short-sleeved, Empire-waisted cotton dress. "Do you like it?"
He'd liked it on his mother. It made Linda look as old and matronly as Sophia. He didn't understand why she insisted on molding herself after a woman so many years her senior.
"Tony?" Linda looked at him somewhat anxiously.
"It's -- it's ..," He shrugged.
"You don't like it."
"It's fine, but you have a good figure, Linda. You ought to show it off."
Linda blushed. "You think so?"
"Yeah. Don't you think Linda ought to wear something sleek and sexy, Frank?"
His brother didn't respond, his attention focused solely on the adding machine in front of him. He punched the keys with a ruthless, determined speed that would absolutely crunch the numbers to the point where he wanted them.
"Frank bought me this dress," Linda said after a moment. "He thinks Sophia dresses with class and I should, too. Anyway, we're planning to hold a private dinner in here for the family on Saturday night beginning at seven. At nine o'clock we'll spill into the main dining room for a big party with all of their friends. Marlena is going to take fake reservations for anything after seven-thirty just to make sure we can clear the dining room of strangers. And we've booked this room in the name of another party so Vincent won't question the additional waiters."
"How are you going to prevent Vincent from wondering why all his friends are sneaking into the back room?"
"Aunt Elena and Uncle Charles are taking Sophia and Vincent out to dinner somewhere else. Frank is going to call them just before they leave and say there's a big problem at the restaurant and ask them to stop by on their way."
"Not that they'll believe I can't deal with any problem that comes up," Frank grumbled. "I don't like this idea at all. It makes me look like a stupid kid who can't handle his job."
"Oh, stop thinking about your ego. It's a party," Linda snapped.
He raised an eyebrow in surprise, although he was pleased to see Linda stand up for herself. "Sounds like you've got everything covered."
"Almost everything," Frank replied. "This party will cost money. We can't ask Papa to absorb the cost through the restaurant. So, little brother, time to ante up." Frank smiled for the first time since Tony had come home. "Unless you're short of cash --  again." He laughed.
Linda frowned at her husband. "Frank, you promised to be nice to Tony."
Promised to be nice. That would be the day, Tony thought. He and Frank hadn't agreed on anything in their entire lives. The four-year age difference between them had always given Frank far too much power, and he'd used it. But Frank didn't put himself in situations where he couldn't control the outcome. 
"Why don't you have the party somewhere else?" he asked. "Someplace they don't see every day."
"I thought about that, too," Linda said with a sigh in Frank's direction.
Frank shook his head, and Tony realized with pleasure that his brother had lost more of his hair. In fact, he was looking pretty damn middle-aged. For some reason that made Tony feel better. Maybe because Frank didn't seem to have everything anymore.
"This is where Papa would want the party," Frank said simply. "Here with his friends and his family. He doesn't like to eat anywhere else. He only agreed to try a new place on their anniversary because Elena insisted on it. You know how he hates change." Frank twirled a pencil between his fingers. "Or maybe you don't, since you're never here."
"Sophia likes to try other restaurants," Linda pointed out. "It seems a shame that Vincent always gets his way."
Frank scowled at her. "We've been through this before. The party is in three days. You want to change everything now?"
"No, of course not." Linda sat back in her chair with a defeated look.
"Then why bring it up?"
"Because Tony made a good point."
"Tony? He doesn't know what he's talking about."
Tony didn't have to defend himself, because Linda did it for him.
"You know, you're not the only one who knows how to give a party," she said.
"I give all our parties."
"Only because you won't let me."
"I let you -- remember Janine's third birthday party when the clown came drunk and popped all the kids' balloons?"
"That was out of my control," she snapped. 
Tony stared at them in amazement. Linda and Frank had been together forever. They'd started dating in high school, had gone together all through college, and married in their early twenties. They had four kids, for God's sake. He'd always assumed they were happy. De Luca marriages lasted a lifetime. Sophia and Vincent at forty years were just the next in a long line of couples to make it to that milestone.
He wondered if Frank and Linda were going to make it until next Christmas.
Linda stood up. "Fine. If you don't want my opinion, then I'll leave. You and Tony can make all the decisions."
"Hey, wait a second, this is your party," Tony said. There was no way he was going to get stuck with taking care of this surprise party. He had other things to do, like convince Helen to sail away with him next week.
"This is a De Luca family party, as Frank pointed out," Linda said. "You two are the blood De Lucas. I'm just an in-law, isn't that right, Frank?"
Frank tossed his pencil down on the table. "You want to go home, go home. You can get rid of that fool baby-sitter and save us ten dollars."
"I don't feel like going home. I think I'll go to the bar and have a drink." Her eyes glittered with anger. "On second thought, I'll go down the street to Finnegan's Bar and have an Irish whiskey."
"You're not going into a bar by yourself. You're a married woman."
"I'm thirty-seven years old, Frank. I may be married, but I'm not dead, and I'm tired of living my life in two places, my house and this damn restaurant. Tony's right -- this dress makes me look like a frumpy old housewife." She stalked out of the room.
"Come back here!" Frank roared. She ignored him, and the door slammed behind her.
"Trouble in paradise?" he said with a smile.
Frank picked up the adding machine and threw it at Tony's head. He ducked, and it smashed against the wall. It was the first time he'd ever seen Frank lose control. It was also the first time he'd ever seen Linda walk out on her husband. This upcoming party might prove to be more interesting than he'd thought. 
 
* * *
 
"Joanna?" Michael called as he walked through the crowded, junk-filled rooms of Ruby Mae's house. He'd spent the past fifteen minutes checking out the structure itself, looking for cracks in the foundation and problems with the framing and the roof. He'd found plenty. It was an old house.
Despite its age, he felt a tingle of excitement as he looked around. The ceilings were high, the doorways and windows curved, and the wide, winding staircase perfect for making a dramatic descent. The hardwood floors could be restored to their former glory, and he believed the crystal chandelier in the dining room would probably glitter once again with the right care.
It was a great house, but although he appreciated its charm, he wasn't sure Iris Sandbury would. She liked master bedroom suites, Jacuzzi bathtubs, and large walk-in closets, architectural designs unheard of in the late 1800's. And the small kitchen would have to be completely redone to meet her gourmet cooking standards. It would take a tremendous amount of time and money to turn this antique structure into a modern mansion. Iris might prefer to tear it down and start over. Certainly the land, with its proximity to the sea, was very valuable.
"Joanna," he called again as he mounted the stairs. He wondered where she'd disappeared to. They'd parted awhile back as she set off to discover the true identity of the house's owner.
Identity seemed to be at the front of everything he came across these days. But it was easier to worry about Ruby Mae's identity than to think about Joanna's.
"I'm upstairs," Joanna called. "In the attic."
When he reached the top of the stairs, he saw an open door at the end of the hall, with more stairs leading up to the attic. As he walked down the hall, he glanced into each room. There were four bedrooms. Two of them were empty. The third had a single bed and some boxes. The fourth, obviously the master bedroom, smelled of medicine and mildew. A wheelchair was folded up in one corner and the bed was a mess of tangled covers.
He wondered if Ruby Mae had died at home. If she had been alone or if someone had been with her at the end. The sight of the room bothered Michael, reminding him again of the transience of life. It had taken him months to get rid of Angela's clothes, to rid the bedroom and bathroom of her scents. For a while, every time he had turned a corner, he'd expected to trip over her.
"Michael, where are you?" Joanna called out again.
"I'm coming," he said, eager to get away from Ruby Mae's bedroom.
She met him on the steps to the attic. "You won't believe what's up here."
He smiled. There was a streak of dust across her cheek, and she had pulled her hair up in a ponytail, securing it haphazardly with a rubber band. She looked hot, dusty, and excited. He found the combination irresistibly appealing. "What did you find?"
"Lots of things." She tossed him a black felt cowboy hat. "Try that on for size."
He put on the hat as he climbed the stairs. In the middle of the room a single light bulb hung on a wire. With beams of sunshine spilling in through the cracked window, the attic had in a soft glow that seemed to transport them back in time.
"How do I look?" he asked, tilting the hat to one side.
"Very dangerous, cowboy."
"And ..."
"Sexy. Is that what you were looking for?" she asked with a grin.
"As a matter of fact, yes."
He tossed her the hat. She caught it and set it on the ground, then held up a ruby red spangled dress that was cut low in the front and back.
"How do you think I would look in this?" she asked.
"Very expensive."
Joanna hugged the dress to her. "Ruby Mae was only sixteen years old when she started dancing at Barney's Saloon. I wonder how she felt looking down on all those men who wanted her more than they wanted their next beer. I wonder if she loved any of them, or if any of them loved her," she said with a sigh.
"I'm sure they all loved her for a while."
She made a face and tossed the dress at him. "I wasn't talking about sex."
He caught it before it hit the floor. "This was made for sex, Joanna. Ruby Mae was a prostitute. She ran a whorehouse. Her whole life was about sex."
"She was a woman living in a rough western town. Her mother died when she was eight years old. She didn't have any female influences. She used to sit on her father's lap when he played poker."
"Where did you learn all that?"
Joanna waved her hand toward a box on the floor. "Journals. There are dozens of them. She wrote everything down. I've just begun to look through them. This is a gold mine, Michael. I hope Mr. Gladstone is willing to turn her journals over to the historical society. It could change the history of San Francisco as we know it."
"One tainted woman change the city's history?" he asked with a skeptical tilt to his head. "Aren't you romanticizing Ruby Mae?"
"Just because she lived what some considered to be a sinful life doesn't make her existence any less important," Joanna replied. "And don't forget, a man died in the fire that destroyed her whorehouse. Wouldn't you like to know if he was murdered or if he set the fire and couldn't get out in time? Aren't you the one who wanted to be a detective?"
"That's when I was a boy. What else is up here?" 
"I don't know. I didn't get past the journals and the trunks of costumes. I'd love to keep going through it. Do you think I can come back?"
"Sure. We have the key until Mr. Gladstone returns."
Joanna sat down on top of an old steamer trunk. "How does the house look to you in terms of remodeling?"
"Like a very expensive job."
"Michael, you wouldn't recommend that your client tear this place down, would you?"
"Now. It would be a shame to lose a house with so much historic charm," he said.
Her smile blossomed. "I knew it. I knew you wouldn't want to destroy this house." She got up from the trunk and hugged him.
She meant it to be a brief and friendly hug. He knew that. But once she was in his arms, he couldn't let her go. She was glorious, passionate; and when she looked at him he saw desire in her eyes. Want, need, everything he felt. He had to kiss her. He had to taste her lips.
Her mouth opened shyly under his, as if she wasn't quite certain of where they were going. But as his lips moved against hers, as he fit his arms around her and pulled her closer against his chest, he felt the last of her resistance slide away.
He deepened the kiss, pushing past her lips, letting his tongue tease the corners of her mouth until he could slip inside. It was the most incredible first kiss he had ever experienced. Their bodies seemed to mold together instinctively. She felt perfect for him.
Until she pulled away, until the desire in her eyes turned to worry. "Do you know who you're kissing?" she asked.
He felt as if she'd kicked him in the gut. "What the hell kind of question is that?"
"A logical one, I think."
"I know who you are." But did he? 
He let go of Joanna. The only thing he knew for sure was that kissing her was a bad idea. Too damned confusing. And the last thing he needed in his life was more confusion. He just wished it hadn't felt so good.
"Michael, I don't want to go through life as someone's ghost."
"I don't blame you.  But I wasn't thinking about Angela when I kissed you."
"I'm glad.  But we can't do it again.  We still don't know if there's a blood tie between Angela and me. What if I turn out to be a relative?"
"I can't believe anyone in the De Luca family would have given up a child -- for any reason. It doesn't make sense to me. Sophia and Vincent are celebrating forty years of marriage this coming Saturday night. Carlotta and Steven have been married thirty-seven years. Elena and Charles have been married for the last twenty. Do they sound like the kind of people who would give away a baby?"
"What about the younger woman, Elena? I'm twenty-nine. She wouldn't have been married when I was born."
He tipped his head in acknowledgement. "I have to admit she seems the most likely candidate. Do you want me to talk to her for you?"
"Would you?"
"I'll see what I can do."
She looked down at her watch. "Oh, dear, it's past seven-thirty. I lose all track of time when it stays light this late. My mother is probably climbing the walls. I told her I'd be home around five."
"Does she worry that much about you?"
"She worries about me every second of her life. She's been a wonderful mom, but to the point of obsession some times. Especially since my dad died. Now I'm her whole life instead of just an incredibly big part of it."
"Maybe she's obsessive for a reason."
Joanna frowned. "My mother is a good person and my father was, too. I don't want to believe they lied to me, but my mother's secrecy is disturbing."
"You need to talk to her, Joanna."
"I do.  But getting her to talk to me is going to be more difficult."
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
Sophia tucked Rose into bed and kissed her on the forehead. Rose's skin felt warm from her recent bath. Her hair lay damp against her forehead, and Sophia tenderly brushed it to the side. Rose and Lily both looked so much like Angela when she was this age. Sometimes the joy of being with them was tempered with pain from the loss of her daughter.
"Grandma," Rose said, "do you think there's a heaven?"
"Yes," she said, not sure where this conversation was leading or whether she wanted to go with it. 
Lily came over and sat on the end of Rose's bed. "Do you think Mama is in heaven?"
"Absolutely." Sophia pulled Lily against her breast. "I think she's dancing with the angels right this second. You know how much she liked to dance."
"I like to dance, too."
"Then we'll dance."
She pulled Lily off the bed and spun her around. Rose climbed out of bed and joined hands with Sophia and her sister. The three of them danced around in a circle until they fell down on the bed in a pile of giggles and breathlessness.
"I may have to sleep right here," she said. "I'm exhausted."
"You can sleep with me," Rose offered.
"No, me," Lily said.
Actually, sleeping with either of the girls was more tempting than going home and getting into bed with her husband. She didn't want to get into another argument with him about Joanna, because she knew she couldn't possibly win.
"Grandma, are you sad?" Rose touched Sophia's face with her tiny fingers.
Tears filled her eyes at the question. It had been so long since anyone had asked her how she felt, had looked into her eyes and her heart and seen what was really there, not what she wanted them to see.
"I'm a little sad. I miss your mother, too." She paused, knowing that she had to accomplish one very important thing tonight. "I don't believe Joanna is your mother."
Lily and Rose both stared at her with solemn eyes.
"Joanna is just a lovely woman who happens to look like your mother. That's all."
"Then Mama must still be coming back, Grandma," Lily said. "She promised she would."
"Sometimes people can't keep their promises, no matter how much they want to. I'm sure your mother had every intention of coming back, but God needed her in heaven."
"I don't think I like God," Lily said.
"Lily, you mustn't say that," Rose whispered. "It's a sin not to like God, isn't it, Grandma?"
How could she possibly explain why the good Lord had taken their mother from them? She didn't understand it herself. But she had to try.
"It's about faith," she said. "Believing in something even if it doesn't make sense."
"Then Mama is still coming home," Lily said. "Because I have faith."
She sighed. That wasn't the correlation she had been hoping for. "It's late, girls. Time to turn off the lights.
"Wait, we have to say good night to Mariah." Rose sat up in bed. The wizard was on the night-stand between the beds, her beautiful smile encompassing them all.
"Okay, say good night," she said with a laugh. She loved the romantic tale of the wizard's ability to bring families back together. She wanted to believe it could happen. That's why she had made her own wish. And maybe that's why Joanna had come into their lives.
Rose rubbed her hand across the top of the ball. "Good night, Mariah."
Lily did the same, but she drew her hand back with a disappointed expression. "Mariah didn't say good night back. She did last night."
"Maybe it's because Grandma is here," Rose said.
"Or maybe she's sleeping."
"Just like you should be," she told them. "Back into bed now."
"I don't think Daddy believes in magic," Rose said as she slid under the covers. 
She sat down on the edge of Lily's bed. "Do you want to hear a secret?"
Lily's eyes lit up. "Yes."
"When your daddy was a boy, about thirteen or fourteen, he went to the county fair and spent all his money feeding quarters into the fortune teller machine."
"What's a fortune teller machine?" Rose asked.
"It's kind of like Mariah. It's supposed to tell your fortune. You put in a quarter and it gives you back a card. Unfortunately your father didn't like the cards he was getting, so he kept playing until he got the fortune he wanted."
"Then he does believe in magic," Rose said hopefully.
"Either that or he believes in persistence." Sophia tucked the covers around Lily's body. "Maybe it's good to believe in both. Hard work and a little bit of magic. Yes, I think I like that combination. Good night, girls. Sleep tight. I love you." 
She turned off the light and paused at the doorway to take one last look at the twins.
"Grandma," Rose said.
"What, honey?"
"Even if Joanna isn't Mama -- she could still marry Daddy, couldn't she?"
The innocent question hit Sophia like an electric shock, drawing goose bumps down her arms and the back of her spine. Michael and Joanna -- she had never considered such a possibility. "Go to sleep," she said firmly and then the shut the door behind her.  
Michael burst through the front door just as she reached the bottom stair, an apologetic expression on his face. "Sophia, I'm sorry. The time got away from me." 
She patted him on the arm. "It's fine. We had dinner at the restaurant, and I put the girls to bed. I like being with them."
"They love being with you." He paused. "Are you all right?"
"Why wouldn't I be?"
"Because you went to see Joanna today."
"I didn't see her.  She wasn't there." 
"But you want to meet her, don't you?"
She licked her lips, "Yes, I would.  But Vincent does not want to be reminded of Angela, so it can't be at the house."
"I'm sure we can work something out."
"You sound like you're getting to be friends with this woman."
He hesitated, then tipped his head.  "I guess I am."
"Are you sure that's wise?"
"Not at all," he said with a rueful look, "but it is what it is." 
"The girls also seem to be getting attached.  That worries me."
"Me, too."  Pausing, he said, "Do you think there's any possibility that Joanna could be related to the family?"
"Why -- why do you ask that?" She could barely get the question out. 
"Because she looks just like Angela."
"I'm sure it's just a coincidence.  I almost forgot to tell you. Tony said he had a lunchtime basketball game set up at the YMCA, and he wants you to play. Twelve o'clock tomorrow." She picked up her purse from the hall table. "I better go. Vincent will be waiting." She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek. "Sleep well, Michael."
 
* * *
 
Joanna found her mother working out on the bike in her bedroom.  She was sweating profusely, her face red, and she was pedaling as if the fires of hell were behind her.  
"You're late," her mom said tersely. 
"I'm sorry."
"I was getting worried. You said you'd be home around five." Caroline slowed her pace and took a few deep breaths before getting off the bike.  
"The time got away from me," she said, refusing to be derailed by guilt.  Her mother was fine, and she was an adult who didn't need to check in every five minutes.  "We need to talk."
"Not about that woman again."
"Unfortunately, yet."
"I think you should quit that job.  Those children are obviously disturbing you."
Not just the children, but Michael, too, but she didn't intend to share that with her mother. 
"There's nothing to be gained by getting involved with this man and his daughters," her mother continued.  "You can't replace the woman they lost."
"I'm not trying to do that. But seeing Angela, I now have questions that need to be answered."
"I told you yesterday there is no mystery to unravel. Why won't you believe me?"
"Because I look like the De Lucas and I don't look like the Wingates."
"Sometimes things just happen. What do you hope to find out, Joanna? Would you rather have a different set of parents? Would you rather belong to this other family?"
"No, of course not," she said, seeing the pain in her mother's eyes.
"It's a good thing your father isn't here. He'd be hurt."
"It's not a good thing that he's gone, Mother. And I'm not trying to hurt you. Why are you so defensive? Why are you acting so secretive?"
"Maybe because  you're trying to rewrite our family history."  
"What did you burn yesterday? And don't try to deny it, because I saw the ashes in the wastebasket."
Caroline took another sip of her water and then said carefully, "I burned some papers, that's all. Old bills from twenty years ago. I thought it would cut down on the amount of trash."
"Oh, Mother, please, don't lie to me.  No one burns old bills."
"Look, I can put all this questioning to rest. Come with me." She led Joanna into the den and walked to the filing cabinet. Opening the top drawer, she pulled out a single sheet of paper and handed it to Joanna.
She reluctantly took the paper from her mother's hand. As she glanced down at the notary seal, the official emblem for the state of California, she realized her mother was giving her her birth certificate. The paper stated that a baby girl had been born on July 28, I968, to Caroline and Edward Wingate. She'd seen her birth certificate when she got her driver's license, but it had never seemed so important until now.
She was the child of Caroline and Edward Wingate. The state of California said so in black and white. There was no mistake. An overwhelming sense of relief flooded through her. Thank God. Her mother was right. It was all just a coincidence.
"Are you satisfied now?" Caroline asked.
She handed back the certificate. "Yes." But even as she said the word, she couldn't shake the idea that she was still missing something.  
"Good." Caroline slid the paper into the filing cabinet, then shut the drawer. She tucked Joanna's hair behind her head in a gesture of motherly love. "You are my baby girl," she said, her eyes softening with emotion. "I wanted you more than any woman could want her child. I used to watch you when you slept. Sometimes in the middle of the night I'd creep into your room and put my ear down to your chest just to make sure you were breathing. I couldn't have stood it if anything happened to you. I know I stuck close to you, but I was afraid of losing you."
She felt a rush of emotion at Caroline's words. She knew her mother loved her. She'd always known that. "You are a great mom, even if you are too skinny, too pretty, and way too blond to be my mother."
Caroline put a hand to her heart. "I absolutely swear that I did not have an affair with the postman."
She smiled. "Knowing Mr. O'Hurlihy, I believe that."
"Let's sit down for a minute." Caroline took Joanna's hand and led her over to the sofa. "You know, Edward picked your name for you. He liked Jo because it was tough and Anna because it was soft. And he wanted you to be both." She smiled, her pale face beaming with maternal pride. "When I saw you for the first time, your eyes were wide open. I thought you looked like a wise old lady who probably knew more than I did about everything. I got so scared. My hands shook when I tried to change your diaper that first time. I was afraid I would hurt you or do something wrong."
"But you didn't."
"I made it through the diaper okay, but that feeling of fear never went away. I know I worry too much and nag too much and drive you crazy, but it's only because I love you so much I can't stand it. I want your life to be perfect."
"I know you do." As she hugged her mother, she wondered how she could have doubted her even for a second? This woman was not a monster. She was the woman who had bathed her, fed her, thrown her the best birthday parties in town. So they didn't look like each other, so what? It didn't mean a thing.
But after the hug, after the rationalizations, a part of her still questioned why there were no photos of her mother pregnant, why no one in San Rafael remembered seeing her mother pregnant, and why her mother had felt the need to burn something. But to voice those questions aloud would betray the love she had just seen and heard.
 
* * *
 
On Thursday morning Tony felt a bit foolish and a lot desperate as he stood in front of Helen's apartment building with a bag of bagels in one hand and two cups of coffee in the other. He remembered his mother telling him how Vincent used to come courting. Courting. An old-fashioned word, and he was supposed to be a sophisticated guy. What the hell was he doing here?
Trying to salvage the only good relationship he'd ever had, he decided. He couldn't let Helen marry Joey, not without putting up a fight, although his conscience questioned whether he wanted Helen more now because she was taken. He'd always wanted what other people had. He'd always liked to win.
He just had to convince Helen that he was better than Joey Scopazzi. Not that he intended to offer marriage. No, after seeing Frank and Linda the night before, he had a pretty good idea of what marriage looked like fourteen years down the road. Of course, Sophia and Vincent were still madly in love after forty years. Maybe if it was the right woman --  maybe forty years wouldn't seem like a life sentence. With a decisive jab Tony pushed the button over the mailbox.
Helen's voice came over the intercom, sleepy and breathless. "Yes."
"It's Tony."
"Go away."
"Helen, I need to talk to you."
"I don't want to talk to you."
It suddenly occurred to him that Helen might not be alone. Maybe Joey was still in her bed. His stomach turned over at the thought.
"Are you alone?" he asked.
There was a long, pregnant pause. "Yes."
"Let me in. You're not afraid to talk to me, are you?"
"Of course not." She hit the buzzer, and he managed to juggle the coffee and the bagels long enough to get the front door open.
Her apartment door was closed when he reached her floor, and he had to knock again. Helen answered the door wearing a terry cloth robe, her blond hair tousled from sleep, her feet bare. He handed her the bagels. She took them reluctantly. He wanted to kiss her, but decided not to risk it just yet.
"Let's make this quick," she said. "I still have to get dressed. And Joey takes me to work every morning."
"I thought he worked on the other side of town."
"He doesn't want me to take the bus. He worries about me."
Direct hit number one, Tony thought. "I brought you some bagels and coffee. I know how you like your shot of caffeine in the morning." He set the bag down on her dining room table in a small alcove off the kitchen.
"I don't drink caffeine anymore. Joey and I want to have a baby right away, and caffeine isn't good for me."
Strike two. "How about a bagel? You still eat, don't you?"
"Yes. But I'm not hungry. Why don't you just say what you have to say and go?"
Tony sat down at the table. Helen stood a few feet away, her arms crossed in front of her chest, her face resolute, as if she would absolutely not give him an inch. He had to find a way to disarm her. He knew only one way.
"I'm sorry. I was wrong," he said. 
Her jaw dropped open. "You were wrong? I never thought I'd hear those words come out of your mouth."
"I should have come back sooner. I should have written or called. I worked a lot the past few months, Helen. Every second I could. I sweated blood so I could raise enough money to buy something of my own. I finally made it. I bought a boat, a fifty-footer. It sleeps eight. Perfect for running small charters. I'm going to have my own home and my own business. I want you to share it with me. I always did."
She shook her head in confusion. "Why didn't you ever tell me what you were doing? You never said a word."
"I wasn't sure I could do it," he said, knowing he'd feared all along that he couldn't. Raising that money had been the hardest thing he'd ever done, and he felt proud of his accomplishment.
Helen leaned against the back of the sofa. "It's too late, Tony. I'm with someone else."
Her words were hard, but her face had softened. Her eyes no longer burned with hate. Maybe he still had a small chance.
"Helen, I love you. You know I never say that unless I mean it."
"I know you always told me that."
"It's true." He stood up and walked over to her. He put his hands on her shoulders and gazed into her eyes. "Don't marry Joey."
"Joey loves me, too."
"What about you? How do you feel?"
"Angry, hurt, confused. You walked away from me, Tony. You blew me off. Oh, sure, you said you'd be back, but the weeks and the months went by, and all I got were a few postcards. You never said anything about buying your own boat or starting your own business or even about coming back. What was I supposed to do?"
"You could have trusted me."
"Trust? You didn't trust me enough to share your plans."
"I didn't want to let you down if I came up short. I wanted to come back with something to offer you."
"Like what, Tony? What are you offering me besides coffee that I don't drink anymore?"
Tony rolled his neck to relieve the tension in his muscles. "I'm offering you a long-term relationship," he said finally,
"As in marriage and children, or as in let's hang out on my boat and have great sex?"
Tony smiled. "The last two sound the best to me."
"Thanks anyway, but I'll stick with Joey. He may not have a boat, but he can give me the rest, including the great sex."
Tony winced. Strike three, you're out. Wait, maybe he could foul that one off, make her change her mind.
Before she could say anything more, he kissed her. He ran his hands under her robe and pulled her body against his, making her remember just what she was giving up. Helen struggled in his arms, but he persisted until her lips softened, until she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him back, until they both came up for air.
"You still love me," he said confidently.
She shook her head, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. "That was a good-bye kiss, Tony. Now all that's left is good-bye."
"It didn't feel like good-bye."
"Maybe because you always leave first. You don't know what good-bye feels like, but I do know, and it feels like this."
He stood there, completely stunned. God, she was right. He couldn't remember the last time a woman had dumped him, if ever. He didn't like it, not one bit.


Chapter Fourteen
 

Michael dribbled the basketball down the court, weaving through the defenders until he saw the net. His movements were hampered by a very persistent guard. He ducked to one side and took a shot, colliding with the other guy as he did so.
The referee's whistle blew as they both landed hard on the gymnasium floor.
"Foul. No basket," the referee said.
"What?" he shouted, scrambling to his feet. "If anything, he fouled me."
"You were charging."
"I was shooting."
Tony stepped between Michael and the referee. "Forget about it. Let's play."
He muttered under his breath as he scowled at the referee. Any fool should have been able to see the other guy elbow him on his way to the basket.
The game continued for several more minutes. He had another shot at a game-winning basket in the final thirty seconds, and took it, pleased when the buzzer rang at the exact moment the ball swished through the net.
"That was sweet," Tony said, giving him a high five. "Reminded me of senior year in high school all over again."
He laughed as they shook hands with a couple of other players, then headed over to the bleachers to get their bags. "I sure didn't feel this winded when I was seventeen." He grabbed a towel out of his gym bag and wiped his face and arms. His heart was pounding, his blood racing. He hadn't felt this good in a long time. "I'm glad you came home," he said to Tony. "I needed a workout."
"You haven't shot hoops since I left?"
"No time. I'm too busy with work and the girls and everything else."
"But you used to love basketball." Tony shook his head in bewilderment. "In fact, you are the mellowest dude in the world except when it comes to hoops. Then you're a crazy man."
"I still love the game." He sat down on the bench. "It just isn't as important to me as it used to be."
Tony sat down next to him, and they watched the new game with interest. After a moment Tony turned his head to look at Michael. "Did you talk to Helen this morning?"
"I talk to her every morning. She's my secretary."
"Did she say anything about me?"
"Nope."
"Did she say anything about Joey?"
"Nope."
"Did she look even remotely upset when she first came into the office?"
"Nope."
"Is that all you have to say?" Tony demanded.
"Nope. Stay away from Helen. She is a wonderful woman who's getting married in three weeks."
Tony leaned forward, twisting his hands together as he rested his elbows on his knees. "I can't stop thinking about her."
"Why? You didn't think about her for a year. She only got two postcards from you, one less than you sent me. Why the sudden interest?"
"Maybe I just realized how great she is."
"Maybe you just realized Joey Scopazzi is getting your former girlfriend, and you hate the thought of him winning. You've always been a poor loser."
"I have not. And by the way, I'm not the one who almost got called for a technical foul a few minutes ago."
He shrugged. "So I hate to lose, too. But only in basketball. I don't break up other people's relationships. You have to accept that Helen is with someone else. You blew it."
"Thanks for the pep talk."
"I'm calling it like I see it."
"Fine. Are you going back to work?"
"Yeah."
"What about later? You want to have a drink? Go by Brannigan's and toss back some whiskey?"
"No. I'm going ..." He stopped, not sure he wanted to tell Tony his plans.
"Going to . .." Tony prodded.
"I have some things to do."
"What kind of things?"
"Just things." Michael focused his attention on the game, but Tony persisted.
"What are you hiding? Are you seeing someone? That's it, isn't it? You've got a hot date."
He sighed, knowing if he didn't stop it here, there was no telling where Tony would end up. "I don't have a date. I'm looking at a house."
"With ..."
"Joanna Wingate."
Tony's teasing smile vanished. "What the hell for?" 
"Because she's a historian, and the house might have historical value."
"Bullshit. You're interested in her. I can't believe you're attracted to that woman. Actually I can believe it, because she looks just like my sister."
"Nothing is going on."
"Because of you or because of her?"
"Because of both of us, I'll admit to being attracted, but that's the end of it."
"Then why are you spending time with her?"
"I told you why."
"I don't believe it. You want her because she's the closest thing you can get to Angela."
"Actually that's only the reason I don't want her," he said with annoyance. "She reminds me of the biggest mistake of my life."
Tony gave him a shove. "Don't ever call Angie a mistake,"
He shoved him back. "I can say anything I want. She was my wife."
"She was my sister," Tony said belligerently.
He let out an angry breath. "Yeah, and we both loved the hell out of her."
His words defused the anger between them. Tony looked away from Michael to the game that went on before them, "You did love her, didn't you?" he asked after a moment.
"You know I did." Michael wiped his face with the towel. "But we weren't happy. I don't know what happened."
"She was crazy about you."
"In the beginning, maybe. As time passed I was about as exciting as an old shoe." He paused. "In fact, I think Angela was having an affair."
Tony looked surprised. "Are you sure?"
"No." But once again he remembered the man at the funeral, the one who had cried for Angela.
"I can't believe Angela would cheat on you. She certainly wasn't raised that way. My mother was the perfect role model of what a wife should be."
"Angela wasn't Sophia. And she didn't want to be."
"I know Angie complained about stuff. But I didn't take her seriously."
"Maybe you should have."
"I still don't understand how you can contemplate a relationship with this other woman."
"Who said I was?"
"Come on. I know you. You don't waste time with people who don't interest you. You were the original one-date wonder. Every girl had something wrong with her. Too slow, too fast, too talkative, too quiet." He paused. "Angela wouldn't let you walk away, though. She chased you like crazy. Mama and Papa thought you were the one pursuing her, but it was Angela all the time. She followed you everywhere, even spied on some of your dates."
"Yeah, and when she got me she didn't want me anymore," he said with bitterness. "I always told her what to do, looked out for her like her parents had done. She married me to get free of the family, only to find out I was as much of a De Luca as any of you."
"Maybe even more so." Tony sent Michael a pointed glance. "Which is exactly why you should stay away from Joanna Wingate. She could be trouble."
He knew Tony was right. But he couldn't stop seeing Joanna. He liked her too much.  She was smart, witty, and a fighter for things and people she believed in. She was also beautiful and sexy and since that first day he hadn't ever confused her with Angela. She was Joanna, and he wanted her bad. One kiss and she'd gotten under his skin. He got hard just thinking about her. He wanted to kiss her again, to explore every inch of her body. He wanted everything. 
What he needed was a cold shower. 
He didn't need Tony to tell him that seeing Joanna would complicate his life.  But today they wouldn't be alone. They'd have two chaperones, Lily and Rose.
 
* * * 
 
"It looks like a castle." Lily's eyes widened in amazement as Joanna helped her out of Michael's car.
"You think so?" Joanna smiled at her obvious delight.
"It's beautiful," Rose agreed, holding Michael's hand as they walked toward Ruby Mae's house. "It's much taller than our house."
"But not as big as some of the buildings Daddy draws," Lily said importantly. "Did you know he built that big tower downtown, Joanna? You can't even see the top because it goes through the clouds."
"I didn't know that. Your father is very talented."
"Thanks," Michael said with an endearing grin that melted Joanna's heart. Dressed in a T-shirt and blue jeans, Michael looked carefree and attractive, she thought, a perfect blend of a man, athletic, intelligent, confident about his work, yet vulnerable where his girls were concerned. She liked him -- way too much. 
She had to remind herself this wasn't personal. They were working on a project together, the way she'd worked with many men at the university. Only those men hadn't made her blood race and her skin tingle every time they looked at her.
She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans. She had changed clothes after work, knowing there would be plenty of dust and grime involved in her search through Ruby Mae's papers. The jeans and T- shirt were comfortable, but they took away her defenses. It was easier to be cool and calm in her business clothes, where she wore authority like a cloak. Now she was just a woman, and he was just a man. And as she met his gaze she knew this outing was a bad idea. They weren't keeping their distance; they were getting closer, and God only knew where they'd end up.
"Is the house haunted, Joanna?" Lily asked, walking up the front steps.
"I don't think so."
"What about that lady -- Ruby Mae? Maybe she's a ghost," Lily added, determined to add spice to the story.
"There are no such thing as ghosts," Michael said.
She raised an eyebrow. "How do you know?"
He looked at her in amazement. "You're not telling me you believe in ghosts?"
"There are some events in history that are difficult to explain. Actually there are some events in my own life that are difficult to explain," she added with a wry smile.
"True." Michael opened the front door, and as they stepped inside. Rose sneezed and Lily wrinkled her nose.
"It smells like Daddy's socks in here," Lily said.
"Hey, wait a minute," Michael protested. "They're not that bad."
Lily's eyes twinkled, but she didn't respond to her father. She just giggled and grabbed Rose's hand so they could start exploring.
"Be careful. Stay away from the back fence and don't even think about going down the cliffs to the beach. Oh, and don't break anything," Michael added. "This isn't our house."
"Does that mean it's okay to break things in your house?" Joanna asked as the girls scampered away. She loved watching Michael with the girls. He was great with them, never losing his patience or his cool.
He put his hands on his hips as he smiled at her. "It's not okay, but that doesn't stop them. You may not believe this, but I can't always control them."
"Really? I never would have guessed."
"How have they been at school, by the way?"
"Great. They're inquisitive, and Lily loves to do everything first, but they're wonderful children. They're very easy to love."
Michael put one hand against his ear as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "Are you sure you're talking about my children, the ones who have terrorized five different nannies."
"Those nannies must have been wimps."
"No, they just weren't you. You've got the touch, Joanna."
"I've just got the looks," she said. "By the way, I spoke to my mother last night, and she showed me my birth certificate. Her name and my father's name are listed on it. So at least the paperwork is there."
Michael sent her a thoughtful look.
"What?"
"Sophia's sister, Elena, called me last night, and she asked a million questions about you. She said she was curious, but I thought it was strange. Elena was wild in her younger days. She actually married and divorced before hooking up with her present husband. Since she met Charles and had two children, she has been very content, but she certainly wasn't before that. Sophia always used to bail her out.
She felt uneasy at his words. "Are you suggesting that Elena could have given up a baby for adoption?"
"I don't know what I'm suggesting. It's possible I made more out of the conversation than was there. But while Elena and I are friendly, she doesn't call me at home to chat like she did last night. I think she wanted to know something specific; I'm just not sure what. Look, let's forget it. Where do you want to start? Upstairs, downstairs, the attic? Shall we split up or work together?"
His gaze traveled across her face and down her body. Joanna felt herself grow hot. She couldn't remember what he had just asked her. All she could focus on was the fact that he was standing a foot away from her, looking at her as if he wanted to do more than clean the attic.
"Joanna?"
He didn't continue with his question. And she didn't answer. She just leaned toward him, and he leaned toward her. Suddenly she was in his arms. His mouth touched her lips, and it felt as if she'd come home.
"You do that really well, you know," Michael muttered as he lifted his head.
"So do you."
"I missed you today."
"I missed you, too." She couldn't believe she was admitting that to him. But there was honesty in his eyes that demanded honesty in return. She started as she heard Lily call out to Rose. "The girls." She clapped her hand over her mouth. "My God, I almost forgot about the girls. If they see us kissing, they'll think I'm their mother again."  
Michael dropped his hands from her waist and stepped back. "You're right. We'll keep our distance."
She wondered if that was possible. 
"I'll check the basement," he added. "You can start in the attic. With any luck we won't even see each other for a few hours. That should cool things down."
She doubted it. She'd never felt such a sudden and intense attraction to a man.  Maybe because they'd skipped a lot of those little steps that most people take, like going on a date, getting to know each other over coffee. Instead she'd jumped into the middle of his life, and he'd jumped into the middle of hers.  
"Joanna!" Rose screamed, interrupting her thoughts.
She turned sharply as Rose ran through the kitchen door. "What's wrong?"
"Lily fell down the cliff." 
Joanna ran toward the back door. "Go get your dad. He's in the basement -- down the hall to your left."
The backyard of Ruby Mae's house went straight back to the cliffs that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. There was a short picket fence edging the property, but any determined six-year-old could easily get over it.
Joanna climbed over the fence and carefully picked her way to the edge, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lily. As she did so she saw a path of crumbling cement stairs leading down the hillside. Before she could take a step toward them, Michael came up behind her, his eyes worried, his stance tense.
"Do you see her?"
"No."
"Lily! Lily!" he shouted, cupping his hands so the wind wouldn't take away his voice. "Where are you?" He turned to Joanna. "You try, just in case she won't answer me."
"Lily!" Joanna called, but there was still no reply.
"She went down the steps," Rose said, sliding her arms around Joanna's waist. "Then she screamed and I heard the rocks fall."
"I'm going after her," Michael said. "Call 911." 
"Joanna ..." Lily's voice carried across the early evening breeze. "Where are you? I'm stuck."
"Wait," Michael said, putting a hand on Joanna's arm. "She sounds okay. Let me see if I can get to her first." He carefully picked his way down the first few cement steps, testing each one with his foot before putting all his weight on it.  "I'm coming, Lily," he shouted.  "Just stay where you are and don't move, okay?"
She held her breath as Michael picked his way down the hillside, wondering if she shouldn't call 911 anyway. What if he fell? What if Lily was hurt?
"It's okay. I can see her," Michael called a minute later.  "I can get her. Hang on, Lily, I'll be right there." 
A few minutes later Michael came back up the hill, carrying Lily in his arms. He set her down on the grass and tenderly stroked the traces of tears from her eyes. "Does it hurt anywhere, honey?"
Lily shook her head, her face streaked with tears. 
"Her foot was caught in the roots of a tree," Michael said to Joanna. "I thought she might have twisted it, but it doesn't feel swollen." He ran his hand down her slender ankle once again. "Are you sure it doesn't hurt?" he asked again.
Once again Lily replied to his question with a negative shake of her head.
Michael sighed as he stared at his daughter. "I told you not to go near that fence, didn't I? What am I going to do with you? You scared me to death." He paused. "But I am really glad you're okay."
Lily's bottom lip began to tremble, and Michael put his arms around her. Rose knelt down next to her father and put her hand on his arm. Joanna's heart almost broke in two at the sight. The girls might not talk to their father, but they truly loved him, and he loved them. There hadn't been a moment's hesitation in his actions, not a doubt that he might be risking his own life to climb down that cliff.
"Joanna ..." Lily said as she pulled away from her father. "I'm sorry I went over the fence."
"You should apologize to your father," she said sharply. "Not to me."
Lily licked her lips. "I can't," she whispered, her face a picture of conflict. "Mama ..."
"It's all right," Michael said. "I know you're sorry. You're also in trouble, and as soon as I can think of a fitting punishment, I'll let you know. Now, for the rest of the evening you are confined to the house. If you so much as set one foot out of the front or back door, I'll take you home."
Lily and Rose nodded their agreement.
"Can you walk on that foot, honey?" he asked.
Lily cautiously stood up and took a few steps.
"All right then," he said.  "Let's go inside."
"I brought some coloring books and some crayons. They're in the hall by my purse," Joanna said. "Why don't you sit at the dining room table and color for a while?"
As the girls entered the house, she turned to Michael. "Are you okay?"
"I've probably added a few more gray hairs to my collection, but other than that I'm fine. The girls are only six. Do you think I'm going to make it through their teenage years?"
"If anyone can, you can."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence."
She pulled a twig off his sleeve, feeling an incredible wave of affection toward this man. "You're a great dad, you know."
"If I were a great dad, Lily never would have gone over that fence in the first place."
"You can't blame yourself. Lily has a mind of her own."
"I should have known better. A fence to Lily is like a beacon in the night. She simply can't resist seeing what's on the other side."
"Some day that curiosity will probably take her to the top of whatever field she chooses to go into."
"So you're saying it's a good thing," he queried.
"It could be," she said with a small smile.
"You're an optimist, aren't you?"
"I try."
"And you probably like to make people feel better."
"If I can."
"Then how about a kiss for the hero of the hour?" he asked with a grin.
"I thought we were keeping our distance."
"A simple kiss between friends. What could happen?"
What could happen? The question begged to be answered one hundred different ways, but Joanna could only make one reply. She put her hands on his shoulders and kissed his mouth in a way that made a mockery of the word "friends." In fact, this simple kiss made a mockery of every other kiss she'd ever given or received. There was more passion, more feeling, more love than ever before.
"How was that for a simple kiss?" she asked, pleased that he looked just as bemused as she felt.
"Not bad."
"I feel as if I've known you forever." 
"Me, too."
"It's a little scary." 
"Terrifying."
Joanna took a step back. "I guess I'll head up to the attic."
"I'll finish in the basement." He paused. "Joanna, I don't think you should kiss any of your other men friends that way "
"Why not?"
"They might get the wrong idea. They might think you want more than just a kiss."
"But you didn't get the wrong idea."
"Me? No, of course not. I know exactly what you want," he said with a gleam in his eye.
"You do?"
"Yes, but my children are coloring in the dining room."
"And if they weren't?"
"You wouldn't be standing up right now."



Chapter Fifteen

 
The rest of the evening sped by. Joanna sorted through the boxes in the attic, setting aside journals, newspaper clippings, and photos in one pile; old clothes and anything that fell into the category of "stuff" in another.
The upstairs bedrooms didn't warrant much more than a quick search, as three of them didn't appear to have been used in quite some time. Even Ruby Mae's bedroom was bereft of the attic's clutter of sentiment. It seemed as if she had locked the past away long before her actual death.
Lily and Rose had a grand time playing dress up, but by seven o'clock they were clamoring for dinner. Because Michael still seemed to be enthralled with studying the beams that supported the house, Joanna made a pizza and soda run and called her mother to tell her she'd be late.
Caroline seemed resigned to spending yet another evening alone. Maybe if she spent enough time alone, she'd find someone else to do things with. After all, she couldn't spend the next twenty years of her life entertaining her mother. But she still felt bad, which made her order extra cheese on the pizza. Guilt always made her hungry.
When she returned to the house, Michael and the girls had lit candles and cleared off the kitchen table. As they picnicked on pizza, Joanna felt as if they were a family. It would be so easy to let herself forget Angela, even though she knew the other three could never forget.
"Tell me about your mother," she said impulsively. "What was her favorite food?"
"Spaghetti," the twins chorused.
She smiled at Michael. "I should have predicted that."
Michael didn't smile back. "Joanna, don't."
"I'm curious about her." She turned her attention to Lily. "What was your favorite game to play with your mother?"              
"Dress up."
Rose agreed. "Sometimes Mama would let us wear her high heels and her jewelry, and we'd put on makeup and pretend we were going to a party."
"She trained them well," Michael said with disgust.
"Daddy didn't like it," Lily said to Joanna, obviously irritated with her father's comment. "Mama said we were the prettiest girls in the world."
Maybe she should end the discussion. Michael was growing more uncomfortable with each question, and the girls seemed to be taking sides against him. Somehow Angela had built a wall between the girls and their father. Her death had made the wall even bigger.
"Mama was fun," Rose said with a hint of sadness in her voice. "She laughed all the time -- well, most of the time. Sometimes she cried." Rose darted a look at her father, then slid her chair closer to Joanna.
Michael suddenly stood up. "I'm going to take a few more measurements outside."
"We can change the subject," she suggested.
"Why? I'm sure the girls would love to tell you about their mother and our fights and about how mean I was to Angela." He started to say more, then bit down on his lip, turned on his heel, and slammed out the back door.
"Daddy's mad," Lily observed. "Mama always made him mad."
Joanna stood up, torn between going after Michael and staying with the girls. Even if she went to him, she didn't know what she would say. None of this was any of her business.
"Let's go into the living room, girls. I cleaned up in there, so you two can lie on the couch, and I'll tell you a story while we wait for your father to finish."
"Okay."
She carried two candles into the living room and set them down on the coffee table. Then she sat on the couch, the girls settling in on either side of her, resting their little heads against her arms. She loved the feel of their hair against her skin, the scent of their bubble gum shampoo right under her nose, the pressure of their soft, cuddly bodies against hers. For a moment she felt very much like a mother, and it touched her deeply.
She loved these girls. It had happened so fast. A look, a smile, a laugh, and her loneliness had fled. Lily and Rose had brought her back to life in four short days, reminding her of what it was like to love someone.
And their father... Michael reminded her of what it was like to want someone, to be so acutely aware of another's presence that the simplest glance, the briefest touch, the smallest smile, touched off a deep, compelling need to come together.
"Tell us again about when Ruby Mae first came to the city," Lily said, interrupting her thoughts. "I like the part where she dyes her hair blond."
"Okay, but don't get any ideas about dyeing your own hair."
Lily tilted her head so she could smile at Joanna. "Mama colored her hair once. She put a pink stripe right down the middle. Daddy yelled at her." Lily's smile disappeared at the memory.
They were right back where they'd been in the kitchen. Joanna knew she couldn't let the conversation go on without interjecting her own thoughts. "Sometimes people disagree. It doesn't mean they don't love each other."
"I'm glad you and Daddy don't fight," Rose said. "I used to get scared when Mama locked herself in the bathroom. We could hear her crying, but she wouldn't come out. Once I tried to push some Kleenex under the door for her, but I don't think she saw it."
Rose's sadly matter-of-fact words tugged at Joanna's heart. She could see the girls standing by the door, scared that their mother was crying, not knowing what to do, how to help her. She found herself getting angry with Angela for not realizing how her behavior was affecting her children. And where had Michael been when his wife was in tears?
"Sometimes Daddy would ask her to come out. He'd say he was sorry, but she never came out until he left," Lily said, answering Joanna's silent question.
Joanna hugged the girls, wanting them to feel secure with her, not scared or worried, just safe. "Even though your mom and dad fought with each other, they also loved each other and they loved you. Sometimes you two argue over something you both want, but that doesn't change the fact that you're sisters and that you love each other."
"If Daddy loved Mommy, he wouldn't have made her go away," Lily said sadly.
"Are you sure he made her go away?" Joanna sensed they were nearing the big promise that the girls had made.
"Mama said so," Rose replied. "She made us promise not to -- "
"Rose, you almost told her," Lily interrupted.
Rose's lips trembled as she fought with herself. Her determination not to break her promise finally won out, "I'm sorry, Joanna, but I can't tell you,"
"That's all right, honey. You just have to remember that sometimes secrets can hurt people."
"But no one is getting hurt," Lily said.
"Don't you think it hurts your father's feelings when you don't talk to him? He climbed down the cliff to save you from getting hurt, Lily. You couldn't even say thank you."
"I -- I wanted to."
"Sometimes Daddy does look really sad," Rose said as Lily rubbed her eyes.
Joanna softened at the look of remorse on Lily's face, but she couldn't let the little girl off the hook. Michael might be resigned to their behavior, but she wasn't. "I think your father deserves more from you than silence. He needs to know about the promise you made to your mother."
"But he's the one we can't tell, because if he knew then he'd get mad, and Mama could never come back. She said so," Lily replied.
"As long as Daddy doesn't know about the other man, she can still come back," Rose added, not realizing she'd given something away.
Another man? Had Angela been having an affair? 
She remembered the girls telling her about a man with a mustache. Had they promised to keep the affair a secret? What mother would ask such a thing of her children, to involve two innocent little girls in her own deception?
Joanna disliked Angela more and more. Everything she'd heard about the woman pointed to Angela being spoiled, selfish, and immature. And it annoyed the hell out of her that she had to look like such a person.
Silently she counted to ten, knowing that the girls adored their mother despite her shortcomings, and it certainly wasn't up to Joanna to criticize, especially a woman who was no longer around to defend herself. Whatever Angela's faults, she had certainly inspired a sense of loyalty in the twins. Angela must have had something going for her. Maybe someday Joanna would be able to figure out what that was.
"Do you want to hear about Ruby Mae now?" she asked, playing with Lily's hair.
The girls nodded, obviously pleased by the change in subject.
"Ruby Mae was born Rebecca Margaret Blakesdale, and she came to San Francisco in 1920, the beginning of a time in our history that was called the Roaring Twenties."
"Were there lions then?" Lily asked.
She laughed, forgetting how literal they were. "No lions, but the people who lived then loved to party. Ruby Mae was one of them. She was eight years old when she came to San Francisco, the only daughter of a widowed gold digger. Ruby Mae loved music and she loved to dance."
Ten minutes later the girls fell fast asleep when Joanna got to the part about how Ruby Mae had decided to become a dancer in a saloon. It was a good place to stop, since Joanna would have to do some heavy editing of Ruby Mae's story to make it acceptable for the girls.
She rested her head against the couch. She felt so comfortable in this house, solid ground under her feet, the yard outside, the waves of the ocean audible through the open windows, the sound of crickets in the garden. This wasn't just a house. It was a home, or it could be with the right owners, with the right family in it.
Family. It was easier to think about Ruby Mae and her mysterious life than to consider the mystery going on in her own life. Although she had considerable imagination, she had also inherited a sense of logic from her father, and deep down she knew she was missing some vital piece of information.
She thought about what Michael had said earlier, about Elena, Sophia's sister. Maybe she should talk to her. But what would she say?  
She turned her head and saw Michael watching her from the doorway, bathed in the light of the burning candles. She couldn't see his eyes, or even his expression, but she could feel his presence as strongly as if she were touching him. It had been that way since the very beginning. She had finally found the missing part of herself.
But what had he found? A woman who looked like his wife. Was he seeing Angela even now as Joanna sat with his children tucked into her body, as she held his daughters as if she were their mother?
She wanted him to say something. Her body tensed with each passing second of silence.
Finally he walked slowly into the room. He sat down on the floor on the other side of the coffee table, his gaze intent on her face.
"Do you want to go now?" Joanna asked.
"In a few minutes. Let them sleep."
"Michael -- " she began, then stopped, because she didn't know what to say.
"It's all right, Joanna. I still know who you are." 
She drew in a quick breath as she met his perceptive gaze. "You must have seen the kids like this with your wife a hundred times."
"It isn't the same."
As in better or worse? She wasn't sure she could accept either answer.
Michael's expression softened as he gazed at his children. "Little angels," he said in a quiet voice, "So sweet and innocent, and a whole world out there waiting for them to be whatever they want to be. I envy them that. I'd like nothing more than to start over with a clean slate."
"I don't think any of us can do that. We are our pasts."
"Now you sound like a historian." He paused. "What else did you find out about Ruby Mae today?"
"Lots," she said with an enthusiastic smile. "Ruby Mae had an ongoing affair with a very respectable and very married city councilman. In fact, she got pregnant. She wanted to keep the baby, but she couldn't raise her in a whorehouse. She really loved this guy for some reason that I can't quite fathom, especially since he convinced her to give the baby away." Her voice faltered, trying not to think there was any connection between this story and her own life. "Anyway, that's what she did. Someone found out and tried to blackmail both her and the councilman. That someone died in the fire that burned down her house, which supposedly killed her."
"But didn't."
"No, it was a setup. Her lover bought her this house, and she lived the rest of her life in seclusion. He used to come to her whenever he could. She loved him to the end, until he died. It was so sad. She lost her baby and she never really had him, not totally." Joanna ended her story with a sniff.
"You must cry at sappy movies," he said teasingly.
She made a face. "I do. Those telephone commercials really get to me, too. The ones where everyone has been separated over the years and they finally reunite. I just don't understand how Ruby Mae could have given up her child for that man. How could she love a man more than her baby?"
Michael glanced at his own children, protectively wrapped in Joanna's arms. "I don't know.  I could never give up my children.  But maybe Ruby Mae thought the child would be better off with someone else."
"Someone who wasn't her family? I don't understand that. Family is everything. My parents took such pride in our family, even though we were small, just the three of us. My father always told me to hold my head up high, because I was a Wingate. There was a lot of security in knowing who I was and taking pride in it." She paused. "Anyway, changing the subject ..."
"Please."
"Have you spoken to your client yet? Do you think she'll want to restore this house?"
"She wasn't in. I left a message at her hotel."
"The girls really love this place. Maybe you should buy it."
"Me?" He laughed. "I don't think so."
"Why not? It would be perfect for you and the girls."
"I couldn't afford a house like this, not on my own. Besides, we have a perfectly fine house, which by the way once belonged to the De Lucas."
"I didn't know that."
"Sophia and Vincent gave us the house. They always treated me like their son." Michael stared into the candlelight. "Even before I married Angela, Sophia used to come to my basketball games, and Vincent taught me how to cook. I always admired their closeness. I wanted to have that with Angela and the girls. Now Angela is gone, and there's a huge wall between me and my daughters." 
"They'll come around, Michael. They love you. They're just confused. They want their mother back, and somehow you're in the way. When they're older they'll understand that Angela's death was an accident and had nothing to do with you."
"I want to believe that, but their silence is killing me. When Angela died, I didn't just lose her, I lost them, too. I want them back," he said gruffly. "I want my kids back."
"Oh, Michael, I'm sorry." 
"They're getting attached to you, Joanna."
"Does that worry you?"
"A little, but sometimes we have to take love where we find it -- if we're lucky enough to find it. The De Lucas weren't my parents, but they gave me what I needed." 
"Is it all right for me to love Lily and Rose then?" she asked.  
He stared at her.  "Yes."
She gazed back at him, not having the courage to ask if it was all right for her to love him, too.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
Sophia opened the bottom drawer of her armoire and dug through the layers of underwear, bras, and slips until her fingers touched the soft velvet pouch. Only one other person knew about the pouch -- her younger sister, Elena. Elena had refused to keep it at her house. In fact, she had wanted her to throw it away, but Sophia couldn't do that.
Slowly she pulled it out and loosened the white silk cords that held it together. Inside was a soft pile of tissue paper and several strands of brown baby hair, curled contentedly in their innocence. She smiled, feeling the insistent push of tears behind her eyes, but she blinked them away.
Next to the curl was a tiny photograph of a baby girl. The baby's eyes were wide open, dark brown and inquisitive. Her tiny hands, still in fists, covered her ears as if she couldn't stand the noise of the real world. Or maybe she just couldn't stand hearing her mother say good-bye to her.
The front door slammed, and Sophia jumped. She couldn't let Vincent see what was in her hand. She tried to hide it as she heard the hurrying rush of steps on the stairs. She had barely touched the drawer when her bedroom door opened.
Elena came into the room, and Sophia breathed a sigh of relief. Elena was five years younger but six inches taller than Sophia. Her hair was a light shade of brown, her eyes the color of cinnamon. She dressed with style and a conservatism that pleased her banker husband and surprised the rest of her family, who remembered her fondly as a wild barefoot girl who lived in shorts and tank top T-shirts. "Oh, it's you," Sophia said with relief. "I thought you were Vincent."
"He's still at the restaurant. I came over to remind you that we're going out Saturday night, six o'clock sharp, and I absolutely refuse to take no for an answer. I know you said not to make a big deal, but your fortieth anniversary is a big deal, and I want to treat you both to dinner."
"It's not necessary."
"It is," Elena insisted. "You did so much for me, Sophia. All those years you took care of me, protected me. The least I can do is buy you dinner for your anniversary."
Her anniversary -- the date loomed in front of her, a reminder of all the time that had passed. She didn't want to celebrate it at all. But how could she not? It was expected. She had always done what was expected of her.
Elena frowned when she didn't answer. "What's wrong?" Her gaze traveled down to the pouch in Sophia's hand. Her face paled. "What is that?"
Sophia stared back at her. "You know what it is."
"You still have it after all these years? I told you to throw it away. I never wanted you to take the picture in the first place."
"I know." Sophia could still remember that day, even though it had been thirty years. She had pushed it to the back of her mind, but now it seemed as clear as if it had been yesterday.
The baby had been brought to the room for only a few minutes. Sophia had taken the photo, and Elena had cut the hair. Then the nurse had taken the baby away to their murmured good-byes. She and Elena had cried. They had held each other, the experience bonding them for all time. Yet they had never talked about it again -- not until tonight.
They were both older now, well past middle age, but in her heart and mind Sophia still felt thirty years old. She still felt scared, eager, worried, helpless, desperate, all the emotions she had felt that night. She knew Elena had felt those same emotions.
Elena sat down on the edge of the bed.
"Do you want to see the photo?" Sophia asked.
Elena shook her head. "No. Yes. I mean, no," She sighed at her indecision. "I'm afraid to look at it again."
"There's nothing to be afraid of." Sophia handed Elena the photo of the baby.
Elena let out a breath. "She's so beautiful. I'd forgotten how much hair she had, how big her eyes were, how her fingers curled into fists as if she were ready to fight the entire world." Elena bit down on her lip, obviously struggling for control as she handed the photo back to Sophia.
Sophia returned it to the pouch, then picked up the baby's hair between two fingers. "It's so soft, Elena, filled with innocence, love, and trust. We betrayed that trust."
"It's just hair. It doesn't stand for anything. Please, put it away." Elena stared at the carpet until Sophia returned the hair to the pouch. "Is it gone?" she asked.
"Yes, it's hidden away, so we can pretend it's not there." She walked across the room and sat down on the window seat, still twirling the cords of the pouch between her fingers. "I never went to confession. I never told the priest what we did."
"You couldn't. The priests knew us too well. If any one of us had said anything, it would have been disastrous for the family. Carlotta was recovering from that horrible car accident. Papa was drinking too much, and Vincent was working hard to keep the restaurant afloat after his father died. I was just getting my life together after the divorce. It was a difficult time. We did what was best for the baby."
"Do you really believe that? Do you believe that all of our problems were more important than that child's birthright?" Sophia shook her head, feeling the constricting band of guilt tighten around her heart. "We did what was best for us, not for her."
Elena crossed her arms as she stared at Sophia, worry written in every line of her face. Elena had always been able to escape guilt. Something within her simply shut down her conscience when difficult choices needed to be made. Sometimes Sophia wished she had that faculty.
"I spoke to Michael last night," Elena said. "He told me about Joanna Wingate. It can't be her."
Sophia uttered a short, bitter laugh. "Close your eyes to the truth, Elena, but please spare me your ignorance. You know it's her as well as I do."
"Okay, so it's her." Elena's foot tapped out a restless beat on the floor. "You have to let it alone."
"She has a right to know who her mother is."
"Her mother is the woman who raised her."
"But she's not the woman who gave birth to her," Sophia argued. "She's not the woman who carried her for nine months, who struggled to give her life. Have you forgotten how hard it was, Elena?"
"No. I could never forget that. In fact, it's haunted me for years -- you, me, her." She paused, waiting until Sophia looked at her. "Michael asked me if I thought anyone in the family could have given up a baby for adoption,"
"What did you say?"
"I said no."
"Did he believe you?"
"You know Michael. He can be persistent when he wants to find out something. He told me this woman is very concerned about the similarity between Angela and herself, but that to her knowledge Caroline and Edward Wingate are her real parents. So that's good."
She turned on her sister's innocent comment like a vicious dog after a hummingbird. "It's good? That Joanna grew up without her real mother? That she doesn't know her history, who she is, where she came from? That's good?" She was suddenly furious. She didn't understand how her husband and her sister could believe such a falsehood.
"She had a loving family. You keep forgetting that," Elena said.
"No, I'm not forgetting anything. That's the problem, Elena. Since this woman came into our lives, I can't stop remembering. I remember the rain beating against the windows. I remember the doctors and the nurses, the baby's first cry. And I remember how quiet the room was after they took her away."
Elena jumped to her feet, clapping her hands over her ears. "Stop it! We can't go back. It's too late."
"I can't stop it. I won't. Maybe it's not too late. Maybe this woman has come into our lives for a reason."
"You're twisting things around, Sophia. If you won't think of me or of Vincent, then think of her. Think of Joanna -- how much she has to lose. Maybe we did take away her birthright, but do you want to take away the rest of her life? Because that's exactly what's going to happen if you tell her the truth. Is that what you really want?"
 
* * *
 
Joanna was surprised to hear laughter and conversation when she returned home. It was past nine-thirty and her mother hadn't had company in -- she couldn't remember how long.
She set her purse on the hall table and walked into the living room. Her father's good friend and attorney, Grant Sullivan, sat on the couch with a brandy snifter in his hand. Her mother sat on the opposite couch, dressed in a blue sundress. Her makeup was perfect, and there was a flush to her cheeks, as if she and Grant had been discussing something of an intimate nature -- as if they had been flirting or something.
She tried to dislodge the ridiculous thought from her mind until she saw Grant smile reassuringly at her mother. Something passed between them, something Joanna didn't understand.
She had never seen her mother in the company of another man. If Caroline wasn't with Edward, she was with Joanna. It felt odd to see her now, entertaining a man with a known history of womanizing. Not that Joanna didn't like Grant. He'd always been like an uncle to her. But over the years she'd heard stories about this woman and that woman. Grant had been married three times and was currently divorced. It was probably an innocent visit between old friends, but Grant Sullivan had never been one to just drop by. He had to have a reason. She just hoped his reason wasn't her mother.
That sounded bad even in her own head. Why shouldn't her mother see other men? It just wasn't something Joanna had expected to happen this fast.
"How are you, Joanna?" Grant asked.
"I'm fine, and you?"
"Great. I thought I'd stop in and see how you and your mother were doing."
"Looks like we're doing pretty well," she said pointedly to her mother as she sat down in an armchair.
"How was your evening?" Caroline asked. "You seemed rather vague on the phone about where you were."
"I took another look at that house I told you about, the one that belonged to Ruby Mae Whitcomb."
"Oh, that's right." Caroline glanced over at Grant. "I told Grant about your resemblance to that Ashton woman."
"You did?" She asked, surprised. She would have thought that was the last thing her mother would bring up.
"The world is a funny place," Grant said. "I knew another guy who met his double. He couldn't get over it. But there wasn't a speck of common blood between them."
"Really? I guess that's true in my case, too. Hard to believe, though."
Grant took a sip of his brandy. "As a lawyer I spend most of my day disbelieving my own eyes. Some of the people who walk through my door, some of their stories are completely bizarre. I guess it's that old saying about truth being stranger than fiction, huh?"
"Maybe." She got to her feet, feeling set up. Grant and her mother weren't having some secret flirtation. The man was simply here to back up her mother's story, and his presence was doing exactly the opposite. "I think I'll go to bed."
"Don't go, Joanna. I'm sure Grant would love to hear about your teaching job."
"I'm tired, and frankly I don't like this whole thing."
Her mother's face tensed. "What are you talking about?"
"What are you really doing here, Mr. Sullivan?"
"I thought I might be able to answer some of your questions, Joanna. I've known your parents since the day they first met. We've been through a lot together."
That was true. She hadn't thought of Grant when she'd called Pamela Cogswell earlier in the week, but if anyone had a photo of her mother pregnant, it was probably Grant. "I suppose you must have seen my mother pregnant," she said abruptly. "I think it's odd that there are no pictures of that time in her life."
"Joanna, what are you talking about?" Caroline asked.
"I looked through the photo albums. I couldn't find any pictures of you pregnant."
Her mother avoided her questioning gaze, concentrating instead on a piece of lint on her dress. "I thought I was so fat then. I didn't want your father to take any photos of me,"
"Of course, she wasn't really fat," Grant jumped in. "She was lovely, blooming. Your father was, too. He used to get cravings right along with Caroline. For barbecued ribs, wasn't it?"
"That's right. And watermelon -- I couldn't get enough. Luckily it was summer at the time."
"How long was your labor, Mom? Was it difficult? Did you go to the hospital in the morning or in the evening? And why haven't we ever talked about this before?"
Caroline looked stunned under Joanna's barrage of questions. "I -- I don't know. I assumed we'd talk about it when you got married and were ready to have your own children."
"You're not very convincing," she said wearily.
Hurt flashed in her mother's eyes. "Joanna, I don't know what you want from me. I showed you your birth certificate. What else can I do? Tell me, and I'll do it."
"I wish Dad was here."
"Edward would have told you the same thing," Grant said. "Because if he had anything he wanted you to know, he would have said something before he died."
She wanted to believe that. She had talked to her father about so many things during those last few weeks. They had discussed life and death, their family, and what would happen when Caroline and Joanna were alone.
Her father had told her he wasn't worried about her, that he knew she could handle whatever happened in her life; but he worried about Caroline being alone, her desperate need to be a part of Joanna's life. Joanna had assured him that Caroline would always be in her life, that she loved her mother despite her possessiveness.
Her father had told her no matter how angry she got with her mother, she had to remember that Caroline always acted out of love for her. Joanna told him she understood, but now she wasn't sure that she did. Had her father been trying to tell her something?
Her temple began to throb as conflicting thoughts collided in her head. "I can't do this right now."
"Joanna, if you have any questions, you can ask me," Grant said. "I'll try to help."
"Who will you be helping, Mr. Sullivan? My mother or me? You were my father's best friend. If anyone would lie for him, it would be you."
A gleam of respect appeared in Grant's eyes. "You've grown into quite a woman, Joanna. Smart as can be. Your father had every reason to be proud of you. No matter what else you think, you must believe he loved you very much."
"And I love you, too," Caroline said.
"I believe in your love, but I'm not sure what else I believe. I wish I didn't have doubts, but I do, and this charade didn't help your cause. If you weren't worried about something, you wouldn't have asked Mr. Sullivan to come here."
"It was my idea, Joanna," Grant said.

    
      
        She sighed. "Now I know you're capable of lying, Mr. Sullivan. Because this scene has my mother written all over it." As Joanna left the room she couldn't help pausing in the hallway, shamelessly eavesdropping.
      

      
        "Grant, I told you," Caroline said.
      

      
        "Sh-sh."
      

      
        Then there was silence -- as damning as any words her mother could have uttered.
      

      

    

  
Chapter Seventeen

 
Sophia slipped carefully out of bed. She held her breath as Vincent turned. Then she walked to the closet and pulled out a dress, taking it into the bathroom so she wouldn't wake him.
It was just seven, and she was always an early riser, but this morning was different. This morning she had something important to do besides make eggs and toast and coffee for her family.
When she finished dressing she made her way to the kitchen and pulled the phone book out of the desk drawer. She flipped the pages until she got to the one she wanted. Her finger slid down the column of Ws until she reached Wingate, E. For a brief second she closed her eyes and prayed for strength and guidance. Then she picked up the phone and dialed the number. It rang several times before a woman answered.
"Hello," the woman said sleepily.
Sophia took a deep breath. "I'd like to speak to Edward Wingate."
There was a long silence. "Who is this?"
"I'd like to speak to Edward Wingate," Sophia repeated, twisting the cord between her fingers.
"And I asked who this is."
"Sophia De Luca."
A hiss of air came across the phone. Then the voice returned, sharp and dear, "Edward Wingate is dead."
Dead? Sophia gripped the edge of the counter with her hands. Edward Wingate was dead. Her plan of action evaporated. She had known she couldn't go to the other woman, the other mother. But the father -- she might have had a chance with him. Perhaps he would have listened to her plea to find some sort of compromising peace within the situation.
"I want you to leave my daughter alone." The woman's voice jerked Sophia back to the present. "She's mine. She doesn't belong to you or to anyone else in your family. I don't know what you're trying to do to her or to me, but it stops here. Do you understand?"
How could she not? There was steel in the woman's voice. And maybe underneath it all a hint of fear, a touch of pain.
The woman didn't wait for her to answer. She simply hung up. Sophia listened to the dial tone for almost a minute before she set down the receiver.
Edward Wingate was dead.
And Joanna Wingate didn't know that her life had been sewn from a fabric of lies -- a fabric that was slowly unraveling, pulling apart, until there would be nothing left but worthless strings that didn't go anywhere.
She had two choices. She just didn't know which one to make. She picked up the phone again and dialed the number for her sister Elena. "Meet me for coffee at Noel's," she said when Elena answered.
"Sophia, I'm not even awake yet."
"Edward Wingate is dead."
There was a pause. "How do you know that?"
"I just called him."
"I'll be there in ten minutes."
 
* * *
 
The De Luca's house was similar to Michael's, the same structure, the same color paint, the same feel, Joanna thought as she sat in her car with the key still in the ignition. Her foot rested on the brake, the gear shift in drive. It was seven-thirty in the morning. Too early to drop in on anyone unannounced, but since she'd gone to bed the night before, she'd been filled with a desire to take action, to stop waiting to see what would happen next and charge ahead.
It had been surprisingly easy so far. The De Lucas' telephone number had been listed in the phone book along with their address. Now that she was here, she didn't know what to do. She could hardly walk up to the front door and ask Sophia De Luca if she was her mother or if she knew who was.
She put the gear shift into park. She wanted to know the truth, but at the same time she didn't. What if Sophia or Elena had given her up for adoption? What if Caroline had lied or stolen her from the hospital, or made some kind of a deal with one of the two women?
Did she want to know any of it? Wouldn't it be easier to go on pretending?
She was a coward. An almost thirty-year-old coward. Her birthday was only a month away. At least she thought so. Maybe it wasn't even her real birthday.
Pulling the key out of the ignition, she took another deep breath and opened the door, then shut it.
Her heart pounded. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Her hands shook so hard she had to clamp them together. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach, and she hadn't even made it out of the car yet.
She'd already lost her father. Was she ready to lose her mother, too?
 
* * *
 
"Where is your mother?" Vincent demanded, flinging open the door to Tony's bedroom.
Tony grimaced against the sound of his father's loud, booming voice. He slowly opened his eyes to see his father standing beside the bed, wearing a burgundy-colored bathrobe over a pair of cotton pajamas. His face was unshaven, his white hair sticking up in sleepy cowlicks.
"Your mother," Vincent repeated, his dark eyes worried. "She's not here."
"Maybe she went to the market."
"She went to the market yesterday."
"So she forgot something, and she went again. What's the big deal?" Tony muttered as he pulled himself into a sitting position. He rubbed his temple against the already pounding headache, probably the result of too many shots of tequila the night before.
"She didn't make coffee. She didn't leave a note," Vincent said.
"I'm sure she's fine."
"You -- what do you know?" Vincent said scornfully, picking up the half-empty bottle from the dresser. "You're a bum. A drunk."
The words cut to the quick, leaving sharp, painful, scarring wounds. "You know, I don't need this shit," Tony said as he got out of bed and pulled on his blue jeans from the night before. "I'll sleep on my boat from now on."
"That's right. Run away. You always run away like a scared little boy, drowning your sorrows in a bottle of booze."
"I'm not running away. I'm leaving. And who the hell do you think taught me how to drink, Papa?"
"Don't swear at me."
"Why not? You're swearing at me."
"You're my son. I'm your father. You will show respect."
"As soon as you start showing me some respect." He lifted his chin in the air, staring back at his father with anger and determination. This showdown had been coming for a long time.
"What should I respect? You have no job, no wife, no money, no house."
"Those things are important to you, not to me. I have a boat. I have a dream."
"Dreams are for children. You are a man. When are you going to start acting like one?"
"You won't consider me a man until I come to work at De Luca's. That's not going to happen."
"Maybe it's for the best. You'd probably run it into the ground."
"Yeah, I probably would. You know, maybe Mama ran away, too. Maybe she got tired of your domineering ways and that's why she's not here cooking you breakfast and pouring you coffee." Tony meant the words to hurt. He just didn't expect to see his father crumple on the bed, his anger, arrogance, and passion fading from his eyes, from his stance, from his voice.
Vincent looked defeated, an old, tired warrior who simply couldn't keep up the fight. His hand shook as he reached for the bottle of tequila on the night table and put it to his lips, taking one long shot. His action surprised Tony even more. His father had always drunk red wine by the gallon, but not tequila and not at seven thirty in the morning.
"This isn't about me at all, is it?" Tony asked.
His father shook his head. "I love her, you know. All these years, I always loved her."
"I know that."
"I don't think Sophia does."
"Don't be silly," he said, but he could see his father was being anything but silly. In fact, he was incredibly serious.
"Sophia could have married anyone. She was so pretty, so full of life when I met her. I had to marry her quickly, before anyone else had a chance. My friends were filled with jealousy that such a beautiful woman would pick me."
Tony sat down on the end of the bed. He didn't know what to say. He didn't understand his father in this mood.
"But I had to work hard during our marriage. I couldn't take time off. There were many places Sophia wanted to go. That's why she collects the music boxes, so she can bring the rest of the world to her. Sometimes Sophia ..." Vincent shook his head and took another drink of the tequila.
"She what?"
Before Vincent could answer, the doorbell rang. Vincent immediately stood up.
"Mama wouldn't ring the bell," Tony said, meeting his father's eyes.
"It's too early for visitors."
Vincent strode from the room. Tony pulled on a T-shirt and followed him down the stairs.
His father glanced through the lacy curtain that covered the window panel next to the front door.
"Who is it?" Tony asked.
His father froze for a second, then backed away from the door. "It's no one."
"It has to be someone."
"A salesman. He'll go away if we don't answer it."
"He'll go away if we answer it and tell him to go away," Tony said as he opened the door.
It wasn't a salesman. It was Joanna Wingate, dressed in white jeans and a pink sleeveless sweater. Her long hair was swept off her face with an ivory comb, emphasizing her big brown eyes -- De Luca eyes, Tony thought, feeling a shiver of uneasiness.
"I don't know if you remember me...." Joanna said, glancing from  his father to him.
"How could I forget you?"
"Is your mother here?"
"No."
"It's early to be out."
"It is early. So why are you here?"
"I want to talk to your mother."
"Why?"
She hesitated. "I'd rather just discuss it with her. Do you know when she'll be back?"
"I don't even know where she is," he admitted, crossing his arms in front of him.
"Oh. I guess I'll catch up with her later."
"Look, I don't know why you're here, but maybe it would be better if you didn't come back." Tony dug his hands into the pockets of his jeans. "It's nothing personal," he added belatedly. "It's just -- you know -- your looks."
"I think that makes it very personal," she said quietly, "I need to know who I am, Mr. De Luca, and I think either your mother or your aunt knows the answer to that question."
"What are you saying?" But he knew what she was saying. He knew what she was thinking. Because he thought it, too.
"I'm saying my looks can't be a coincidence."
"What are you talking about?"
"Skeletons in the closet."
"There are no skeletons in my family's closet. The De Lucas have no secrets." God, he sounded as arrogant as his father, but despite his impatience with his father's attitudes, the De Lucas stuck together.
"Do you think I just happen to have the same face as your sister?"
"It could happen."
"How? How could it happen?"
"A freak of nature."
"Are you calling your sister a freak, or me?"
"Well, it certainly wasn't my sister."
Joanna's brown eyes burned at his response, and Tony didn't have any trouble seeing the difference between Angela and Joanna. This woman didn't fly off the handle. She didn't hide behind sarcasm. She didn't burst into tears to gain sympathy. She was taller than Angela and tougher, too. He could see determination in every line of her face.
"I will get to the bottom of this, and if it makes you or anyone else in your family uncomfortable, that's just too damn bad," she said. "If you see your mother, tell her I'm looking for her."
"I'll do that." He shut the door. When he turned around, he saw his father standing on the stairs, gripping the railing with one hand.
"Is she gone?" Vincent asked.
"Yes. But she said she'll be back."
Vincent sank down on the stairs. "God help us."
"Do you know who she is?"
"She's a stranger, that's who she is."
"She seems to think she's related to us."
Vincent jumped to his feet, his eyes filled with new light. "I'll call the travel agent. I'll take Sophia away. Surprise her for our anniversary. We can leave tonight."
"Tonight? Uh -- " Tony thought about the party on Saturday night and knew he needed to protest. But his father's mood seemed to change with each passing second. "Why don't you wait until next week? Take some time to plan where you want to go." 
"I don't have time." 
"Why not?"
"Because our anniversary is tomorrow." 
That was true, but he thought his father's sudden decision to leave had more to do with Joanna than with his anniversary.
"Don't try to talk me out of leaving," Vincent said. "I should have thought of this days ago. I better get dressed so I can make the arrangements."
Tony watched his father jog up the stairs. In fifteen minutes the man had gone from furiously angry to defeated to determined. What the hell was going on? He walked over to the phone on the table and picked up the receiver. 
His brother answered on the third ring. "Hello." 
"Frankie, we've got a problem."



Chapter Eighteen

 
He had a problem, Michael decided as he studied his design. The Connaught office building was as exciting as a shoe box. He might as well kiss any hope for a raise and a partnership good-bye. He simply could not come up with the right idea for the building.
Getting up from his drafting table, he stretched his arms high above his head, then walked over to the window and looked out at the city of San Francisco. He could see a cable car chugging up and down the steep hills between downtown and Chinatown, eventually making its way to the end of the line at Fisherman's Wharf. He could see the Stratton Hotel from his window, too, the future site of the Connaught building.
From a distance the Stratton still looked like an elegant lady. From here he could see only the beauty, not the age. But in a couple of months, the Stratton would be gone, erased from history like a bad mistake. In its place would be a building of his design, sleek, modern, rising like a phoenix out of the ashes.
With the Connaught building he could make a name for himself and for the firm. It was the biggest project he had ever handled. A dream come true.
So why was he stuck? Why was he dreaming about old Victorian houses with crumbling stonework instead of envisioning the ultimate skyscraper? Because of Joanna, he decided, resting his hands on the windowsill. He could hear her voice ringing in his head -- her disgust that the Stratton was being torn down in the name of progress. Joanna was a dreamer, and it was easy to be idealistic when you didn't have children depending on you for food and clothing --  when you didn't have a mortgage to pay or insurance to buy.
He didn't have time for dreams.  
Then he thought about the Seacliff house, the architecture that stirred his blood, reminding him of why he'd gotten into the business in the first place. 
The intercom buzzed and Helen's voice came over the speaker. "Iris Sandbury is on line one," she said.
"Thanks.  Hello, Iris? How's your vacation?"
"Wonderful. How's the house?"
He sat down in his chair. "It's great. A real find."
"How much is it going to cost me to fix it?"
"A lot." 
"Do I tear it down and start over, or remodel?"
"You could do either, but I would recommend ..." He stopped, his mind flashing on Joanna's face, her joy on discovering Ruby Mae's house. He saw her in the attic, dancing around the room with the costumes. He saw her in the living room, telling his children stories by candlelight. He saw her in the kitchen, a string of cheese pizza clinging to her chin. He shook his head, trying to dislodge her image from his mind, but she and the house seemed to be one. He couldn't let Iris tear it down. 
"Michael, are you there?"
He started. "I'm here. I think you should remodel. Iris. The architecture is too unique, too special to tear down. I also think there's a possibility the house could be declared a historic landmark. There are all kinds of papers and diaries in there."
"Oh, dear. It's not that I don't like history, but if it's declared a landmark, I might have a hard time doing what I want with it, wouldn't I?"
"Possibly."
"Maybe I should buy it and tear it down before anyone catches up with me. I don't care about history or old houses, but I'd love a piece of property by the ocean, and this one is perfect for that, isn't it?"
"It has a great view and it's secluded," he conceded. 
"Exactly what I want. I'll be back on Sunday, and I'll make an offer on Monday before Mr. Gladstone puts it on the market. Thanks for checking it out for me. You're a dear."
He hung up the phone. He wasn't a dear. He was an ass. He was tearing down buildings right and left. A few more weeks like this, he'd probably have the city bulldozed. Joanna would hate the idea of Iris tearing down Ruby Mae's house. She'd grown attached to it -- as he had grown attached to Joanna.
Sitting back in his chair, he twisted a paper clip between his fingertips. Somehow, he'd fallen for Joanna. It was wrong. It was ridiculous. It was absurd. He couldn't think of enough adjectives to describe the impossibility of their relationship. How could he be with a woman who looked like Angela?  But Joanna wasn't Angela, and he no longer saw her as a mirror image.  But other people would.  
What the hell did he care what other people thought? Except some of those other people included the De Luca's. And they wouldn't be able to handle a relationship between him and Joanna. 
Still he wanted her, deep down -- with his heart and his soul, and the realization shook him.   What the hell was he going to do? 
Helen opened his office door and stepped in. "You had four messages while you were on the phone. Sophia De Luca, Frank De Luca, Marlena De Luca, and Tony De Luca."
"Damn. What did they all want?"
"Sophia wants to talk to you about Joanna. Frank wants to talk to you about Vincent, and Tony wants to talk to you about Sophia. Oh, and Marlena said not to forget she's picking up Lily and Rose from school to take them to Andrea's birthday party for the sleep over." She smiled. "Shall I get someone on the phone for you?"
"How about an airline? I'd like to get out of town."
She smiled. "Family getting a little close?"
"You could say that."
"I thought you adored the De Lucas. They were the family you always wanted."
"Yeah, well, it's funny how sometimes we get exactly what we want, only then we don't want it anymore."
Her smile vanished. "Don't say that."
"I wasn't talking about you."
"I know, but I don't even want to think that I might marry Joey, then not want him anymore. What would I do?"
You'd stick it out, Michael thought, as he and Angela had done, trying to make the best of the situation, trying to pretend that the love would come back.
Helen walked into the room and perched on the corner of his desk. "I'm just having normal pre-wedding jitters, right?"
"Probably, but if you have any doubts, wait."
"I didn't have doubts until Tony came back. He's tempting, like chocolate cake when I'm on a diet. But I know Joey is the right man for me. I can't let Tony's charm derail my life anymore." She drew in a deep breath and let it out. "So,are you going to Joey's bachelor party tonight?"
"That's right, the bachelor party." He rubbed the tight muscle in his shoulder. The last thing he wanted to do was get drunk with a bunch of guys from the neighborhood and reminisce about old times. But Helen was not just a secretary; she was a good friend, and he owed it to her to go. "Sure, I guess."
"You don't sound happy about it."
"I've got a lot on my mind."
"The other woman," she said knowingly.
"She's not the other woman. She's just -- Joanna."
Helen sent him a thoughtful look. "You've got it bad."
"I don't have anything bad, except a headache."
"You're lying. But Michael, if she looks so much like Angela, is it smart?" 
"Whoever said I was smart? I rushed into marriage with Angela and look where that got me."  He shook his head. "But I'm not jumping into anything now."
She gave him a thoughtful look.  "Maybe not yet.  But love can turn smart people into the biggest fools on earth."
"Tell me about it."
 
* * *
 
"He's back," Kathleen Shannon said with a saucy smile as Tony walked into De Luca's late Friday morning.
He scowled at her cheerful demeanor. "Do you work here every hour of the day?"
"Sometimes it seems like that, doesn't it?" she said as she finished setting a table for lunch.
"Is my brother here? He's supposed to meet me."
"Not yet. Your uncle Louis and your cousin Rico with the fast hands are in the kitchen."
Tony raised an eyebrow. "Are you familiar with my cousin's hands?"
"No, but he's familiar with my fist." She waved her fist in the air with a proud smile.
He couldn't help grinning back at her. She was a piece of work. "So you gave him that bruise on his cheekbone. He said he ran into a door."
"He did -- a closed door."
Kathleen had the sharpest tongue of any woman he had ever met. "Just out of curiosity, what does it take to get you to open that door?"
"That will be my secret, I think."
"I like secrets."
"Do you now? And I suppose next you'll be saying you like me." Her eyes twinkled with mischief.
He laughed. "How could I say that when you dumped me on Frank and Linda the other night?" 
"It's not my fault you read anything into it."
Kathleen laughed, and Tony watched in fascination as her long earrings dangled against her ears. Her hair was a glorious shade of red, shining, soft, silky. Her eyes were like the sea, dark blue, mesmerizing, and just as dangerous and unpredictable, he decided. It was better to throw this fish back.
"I was just playing along," he said.
"Oh, sure."
"I knew we weren't going to -- you know."
"What if I had wanted to -- you know?"
That was a loaded question. In fact, every conversation with this woman left him feeling off balance, as if he'd been on land too long and hadn't gotten his sea legs back.  "If you wanted to, I could have shown you heaven in less than five minutes."
"Less than five minutes?" She laughed again. "You are a cocky one, aren't you?"
"I haven't had any complaints."
"You probably don't stick around long enough to hear them."
"I think I'll go find my brother."
"Good idea. You know Mrs. De Luca is itching for trouble," Kathleen said before he could walk away.
"My mother?"
"Good heavens, no. Your sister-in-law. Your mother is a saint. Why, if I had had her for a mother, I'd probably have turned out differently. But you distract me."
"I know."
She swatted him on the shoulder. "Not in that way. I'm not looking for a fling with some good-looking sailor who'll be leaving with the next stiff breeze."
"So you think I'm good-looking?"
She rolled her eyes. "Can we get back to your sister-in-law? She was flirting with one of the customers last evening while her husband was working in the office. That marriage is in trouble. You mark my words."
"You don't know what you're talking about. De Luca marriages last forever. It's tradition, and believe me, Frank never goes against tradition."
"I hope you're right. She's a nice woman. And the kids." Kathleen's voice lost her edge and her face softened. "Kids need two parents." Her voice turned fierce. "I might have to wring your brother's neck if he doesn't come to his senses."
"Why should you care? Frank and Linda aren't any of your business. You're not family."
She looked as if he had punched her in the stomach. "No, I'm not that," she said, busying herself with the flatware.
He hesitated, feeling guilty, although she'd certainly stuck it to him a few times. "Do you have a lot of family in San Francisco?"
"No."
"Are they in Ireland?"
"No."
"So where do they live?" Tony asked. It seemed there was no in-between with her. She either wouldn't shut up or she wouldn't say a word. He'd never met a woman so contrary.
"I don't know," she said finally.
"How can you not know?"
When she lifted her head, her eyes were filled with anger. "Believe it or not, it's pretty damn easy."
"Kathleen, wait," he said as she turned away. But she didn't stop. Maybe it was better that way. The last thing he needed was another female to muck up his mind. Lonely nights at sea were looking more appealing by the minute.
He turned at the sound of the front door closing. Linda entered the restaurant, her expression worried. "Did you manage to talk your father out of taking a trip?" she asked.
"I can't talk my father out of anything. Once he has his mind made up, that's it."
"Sounds like someone else I know," she grumbled. "Where is Frank anyway?"
"He's not with you?"
"No, I dropped the kids off at summer school and stopped by the store. He was supposed to meet us here." She looked up as Frank walked through the kitchen door. "There you are. Did you talk to Vincent?"
"Yes, and he's determined to leave town," Frank replied. "I have to tell him the truth. There's no other way."
"You can't ruin the surprise," Linda protested.
"It will be ruined if they don't show up."
"You have to think of something else."
"Like what? I told you this was a bad idea from the start. But you had to do it. Now you see what a mess you've gotten us into?" 
"Me?"
"Hey, Frank, lighten up. It's not Linda's fault," he interjected. "Let's think for a minute.  My mother is a soft touch. Why don't you just ask her to baby-sit Saturday afternoon? Tell her you haven't been out together in awhile, and you desperately need the time alone before your marriage falls apart." He smiled at the discomfort on Frank's face. "For some reason I think she'd believe that."
"It could work," Linda said. "Although Sophia rarely says no to Vincent. If he wants to go she'll probably go."
He thought for a minute. He tried to think of something that would keep his mother in town, and Joanna's face drifted through his mind. No, he couldn't bring her into it. She was the reason Vincent wanted to leave.
"What are you thinking, Tony?" Linda asked.
"It wouldn't work."
"What wouldn't work?"
He hesitated, then plunged ahead. "Mama seems obsessed with talking to that woman -- Joanna Wingate -- the one who looks like Angela."
"No," Frank said immediately. "You heard Papa the other night. He doesn't want Mama to have anything to do with her. This woman does not concern us in any way."
"I'm not so sure about that. I'll tell you something else. Papa didn't get this idea to leave town until Joanna came to the house this morning."
"It's a coincidence," Frank said.
"Just like it's a coincidence that Joanna looks like Angela?" Tony asked. "That's a stretch."
"There is no possible way that woman is part of our family," Frank said. "And you will not bring up her name at the party or use her as an excuse to keep Mama in town. I'd rather tell them the truth. But if you want to try the babysitting excuse, fine. I have work to do."
"I think Frank is in for a rude awakening," he said as his brother returned to the kitchen.
"I'm not sure he could take one," Linda replied. "He wears his last name like a shield. Every decision he makes is based on how it will affect the family, not just me and the kids, but your parents, you, Michael, the cousins, everyone."
"Frank does not worry about me."
"He used to, and Angela, as well. He takes his big brother responsibilities very seriously. In fact, he takes all of his responsibilities seriously. He just seems to have forgotten that there's supposed to be some love and fun in there along with duty."
"Are you two all right?"
"I don't know.  I want to feel the way I used to feel," she said with a wistful sigh. "I want the excitement, the passion, that first glance, that first look, that first shiver,"
"Linda, you're married.  How long can excitement last?"
"Obviously not long enough. Maybe you're right to stay single, Tony. You can always have that first look, that first tingle of excitement."
"Yeah, I can have it every night of the week, but sometimes I'd like to be with someone who knows me really well so I don't have to put on a show, I don't have to figure out where she wants to be touched."
Linda shook her finger at him. "Don't you dare try to get Helen back."
He took a step back in surprise. "Who said I was talking about Helen?"
"Tony, I've known you and Helen for a long time. If you think Frank and I got boring, believe me, you and Helen would do the same. You make great friends, but she doesn't set your soul on fire."
"How do you know that?"
"Because if she made you feel like that, you never would have stayed away an entire year. I'll see you around."
"Yeah, see you." Tony's gaze drifted over to Kathleen, who was folding napkins in the corner. He had a feeling if anyone could set his soul on fire, it would be her. He also had a feeling he'd end up with third-degree burns.
Too risky, he decided. Despite what Linda had said, he knew he couldn't leave town without giving Helen one more chance to change her mind.



Chapter Nineteen
 

Sophia entered her house, nearly tripping over the suitcase in front of the door. She grabbed on to the side table to stop herself from falling. "What on earth is going on?" she muttered.
Vincent emerged from the kitchen, dressed casually in pale gray slacks and a white polo shirt. He looked energized, more alive than she'd seen him in a long time.
"Where are you going?" Sophia asked in confusion.
"Not me -- us. We're going on a trip."
"Pardon me?"
"A vacation, a long-awaited romantic weekend for two." He walked over to her, slid his hands around her waist, and twirled her around with a laugh. "I had the most wonderful idea today, Sophia."
"Put me down, Vincent," she said, feeling breathless and unsettled by his exuberance.
Reluctantly he did so. She smoothed the skirt of her dress, trying to calm her rapid heart. Vincent didn't like surprises. He never made secret plans for a getaway weekend. In all the years they'd been married, he'd never once arranged for a baby-sitter. She had always been the one to plan their trips, to decide where they were going. His behavior was completely out of character. Something had happened.
"I'm taking you away for our anniversary," Vincent said. "I've made reservations at the Miramar in Santa Barbara. We'll drive down the coast this afternoon. I've booked us a room overlooking the ocean with one of those fireplaces that you like."
"It's summer," she said weakly, knowing the fireplace was the least of her problems.
"Then we'll have to try the Jacuzzi bathtub instead," he said with a twinkle in his eye.
God, he looked so young and loving, passionate. She'd forgotten he could look like this -- that he could act like this. Maybe that's all it was -- an act.
This wasn't about their anniversary, she realized. It was about Joanna. Vincent had realized that anger and orders weren't working, and he was now manipulating her with love and seduction. He'd gotten away with it before. 
"I packed for you," Vincent added. "And I'm putting together a cooler of drinks so we won't have to stop on the drive down. I'll get it."
She couldn't believe he had packed for her. He must be really worried. She put a hand to her temple, feeling dizzy and confused. She couldn't go away now. There was too much going on in her head.
She'd spent the morning with Elena, trying to figure out what to do now that Edward Wingate was dead. She had hoped he might be able to build a bridge between them all. Now that wasn't possible. She would have to do it herself.
She started as Vincent returned from the kitchen with the cooler.
"I just need to put the toothbrushes in a bag, and we can go," he said.
She put up her hand. "Wait. You're moving too fast."
"I want to beat the traffic."
"I can't go."
"Why not?" His words came out like bullets, hard, fast, angry. He was close to the edge. She knew she had pushed him there. But dammit, she was right there, too. If they clung to each other, they could both survive. If they stayed apart they might both fall. He needed to understand that.
"You know why not." She caught his gaze and held it, willing him to understand, to see reason. "I want to see her."
"No. And I say this for your own good."
"My own good or your own good?"
"They are one and the same, as we are one and the same." He took her hands in his. "Sophia, tomorrow it will be forty years since we made our vows. This is our time to be together, to remember what we promised."
"How can I go with you and have fun when I'll be thinking of her the whole time?"
"She'll no doubt be here when you get back," Vincent said, his voice filled with hopelessness. "Perhaps by then you'll realize what's at stake."
"I know what's at stake. I can't think of anything else."
"Then come with me, Sophia. Please."
It was the please that got to the heart of her, that made her feel guilty. She almost gave in. She almost said yes. The word hovered on her lips. She had been raised to be a good wife. It was the only role she knew, and it was far too late to look for another role to play. Her husband, her companion for life, was the most important person in the world to her. How could she take the risk of losing him now? She didn't know how to be alone.
"I'll get our toothbrushes," he said again, taking her silence for acquiescence.
When his foot reached the bottom stair, she spoke. "I can't go."
His back stiffened. Slowly he turned. "I won't take no for an answer."
His stern gaze pierced her heart, but she held fast. "I'm afraid you'll have to. Have you forgotten that Elena and Charles are taking us to dinner tomorrow night?"
"Elena will understand."
"I don't want her to understand. We've planned it for weeks. They've made reservations. It's set."
"Sophia, this is more important than your sister."
"Running away will not solve the problem. As you said, Joanna will still be here when we get back -- unless you're planning to move?"
"Don't be silly."
"I can't go on like this, Vincent."
"You have to be strong, Sophia. You must do this for me -- for all of us. The family looks to us for guidance, for inspiration. We are the role models for all the children."
His words twisted the knife in her heart. Role models. God help the children.
"We're human, Vincent. Perhaps the children need to learn that from us, more than they need to learn anything else." 
But Vincent couldn't show his children vulnerability, and this situation made him vulnerable. She knew that. She understood it. He was a man. She was a woman. She could bend and hopefully recover; but Vincent couldn't bend, he could only break.
The doorbell rang and she moved to answer it. Linda stood on the doorstep, looking nervous and uncertain.
"Linda, is everything all right?"
"Yes." Linda glanced at the suitcase on the floor. "Are you going somewhere?" 
"No," Sophia said. 
"Yes," Vincent said.
Linda looked confused. "Oh, then I guess it doesn't matter."
"What doesn't matter?" she asked. 
"I was going to ask if you could baby-sit for us tomorrow afternoon, Sophia. Frank and I were invited to lunch at that new restaurant downtown, Scarpino's, and Frank wants to check it out. We never go out together without the children. It's so expensive to pay for someone to watch four kids, then pay for a meal on top of that." 
"No," Vincent said.
"Yes," she said, contradicting him once again. "I'd be happy to. You and Frank deserve an afternoon out."
"Sophia, we're going away," Vincent interjected. 
"If you want to go away, go. I'm baby-sitting." 
"It's our anniversary. I'm not going without you." He shot Linda a dark look.
"I'm sorry," Linda said. "I'll find someone else." She backed toward the door.
Sophia reached for Linda's hand with a reassuring smile. "You won't find someone else. It's all settled. What time do you want me?"
"Eleven-thirty. I know Elena is taking you out for dinner. We'll be back in plenty of time for you to get ready."
"I'm not worried. I think it's wonderful you and Frank are going out together."
Linda looked over at Vincent, who was still scowling. "I'll see you tomorrow then."
Vincent slammed the door behind her.
"Why did you do that? You probably scared her half to death," she scolded.
"She deserves it for giving you an excuse to stay home."
"I didn't need an excuse, Vincent, and you know it."
He threw up his hands. "You drive me crazy. I'm going to the restaurant, and I won't be back until late. Don't wait up for me. In fact, I may not be back at all."
She sent him a steady look, even though her heart raced at the implication of his words. "Is that a threat?"
"Yes." His dark eyes turned hard. "I won't let you hurt this family, Sophia. I won't let you destroy our name, our reputation, our honor. Whatever you say to this woman, I will deny. Even if it means calling you a liar. Don't make me do it."
He slammed out of the house. Sophia took a deep breath, then let it out. In ten short minutes she'd seen the depth of his love and the extent of his hate. She had a feeling that no matter what she did, she would lose.
 
* * *
 
The sun was setting when Joanna pulled up in front of the Seacliff house. After a hectic day at school, she had spent the late afternoon looking for apartments, knowing she had to find her own place soon. Unfortunately none of the buildings appealed to her. They'd all been too small, too square, too white, too boring. Not like this house, where fantasy and reality came together.
As she stepped out of the car, she took a deep breath of the beautiful crisp ocean air. The birds were singing. Butterflies danced from bush to bush as bees hummed from flower to flower. The garden was bursting with color, but it needed weeding, pruning, planting. She longed to sink her hands into the dirt and make something beautiful out of the mess, but this wasn't her house, she reminded herself.
She tried the front door. It was locked, so she went around the back and jiggled the doorknob. It opened easily. As she entered the spacious but old kitchen, she didn't see the dirty linoleum, the cracked tiles on the counter, the peeling wallpaper, or the grease and smoke stains behind the stove. She didn't smell the lingering traces of food gone bad or hear the dripping sink.
She didn't see the problems, only the possibilities. And as she walked through the dining room, up the stairs, through each of the bedrooms, finally stopping in the attic, she knew this house was home. She didn't want an apartment. She wanted this house. She wanted to buy it.
Her father had left her a sizable chunk of money, a nest egg, he'd called it, so she'd have something to build her nest with. But this house would take every last cent of that nest egg plus her own savings, and even then the monthly payments would be tight.
It would be much easier to buy the house with someone else -- with a husband, with a family.
She sat down on the steamer trunk and closed her eyes. In her mind she saw Lily with the feisty thrust of her chin. Rose with the sensitive smile and shy brown eyes, Michael with his dazzling blue gaze and sexy grin.
Her heart ached with need. Her arms felt cold, so she wrapped them around her body, but it didn't take the chill away from her heart. The only man she wanted, she couldn't have. Why did she have to meet him now -- when it was too late? Why couldn't she have met him before Angela? They'd both lived in the city. It could have happened.
But it hadn't. It hadn't been their time. Maybe it never would be. How could Michael fall in love with her, a mirror image of his wife, but a paler reflection, not as vibrant, not as loud, not as much of anything? He couldn't. But she could fall in love with him, with his humor, his patience, his kind, loving ways, his loyalty to family, his incredibly sexy body. She sighed wistfully at the thought of kissing him again, stripping down the barriers of clothes and pasts, and coming together as two people who simply wanted each other.
"Joanna?"
She started at the sound of her name, low and husky. Had she wanted him so badly, her mind had begun playing tricks on her? Slowly she opened her eyes.
Michael stood before her in gray slacks and a white shirt, his red silk tie loosely knotted at the neck, his shirtsleeves rolled up past his forearms. She blinked twice. He didn't disappear.
"What are you doing here?" She asked. 
"I was going to ask you the same thing. I thought you were spending the evening with your mother."
"I decided not to. I kept thinking about this house -- wondering what would happen to it. I thought you were going to a bachelor party."
"I did. It wasn't any fun. I kept thinking about this house and about you -- wondering what was going to happen to us."
She drew in a breath at the desire in his eyes. They were alone in the big old house. No kids. No rules. No one who knew where they were or what they were doing. No one to tell them it was wrong. Except themselves.
"There is no us," she whispered.
"There could be. I want you, Joanna. You. No one else but you."
She wanted to believe him, "Are you sure?"
"When I went to sleep last night, I tried to picture Angela's face in my mind. But it was your smile I saw, your nose, your eyes, your hair, and all the other things that are just you -- the way you tilt your head to one side when you're thinking about something, the way you talk so thoughtfully, choosing your words with care, the way you smell like a summer garden, not a perfume shop."
"Michael, stop."
"Why? So you can keep fighting me?"
"You should be fighting me. There are so many other people involved."
"I don't want to make love to them, only to you."
She drew in a sharp breath. "I want that, too, but I'm scared. Getting involved with you is a big risk.  I don't want to get hurt."
"And I don't want to hurt you. I just want to be with you."
His words were simple, straightforward, and they pushed her over the edge she'd been clinging to.  "All right.  Yes."
"Yes?" He echoed her word in disbelief.
She stood up. Michael moved forward. Their lips came together in one long, hungry kiss that turned into a dozen more. His mouth was warm, insistent, loving, taking her exactly where she wanted to go. She didn't feel cold anymore. She felt deliciously warm. Michael slipped his hands through her hair, tangling the long strands between his fingers.
She worked at the knot in his tie until it came loose, then unfastened the buttons on his shirt, eager to touch him without any barriers. When the buttons were undone she slipped her hands against his skin, running her fingers through the dark hair on his chest. She loved the feel of him, the smell of him, the taste of him. All of her senses were coming together in one bountiful feast.
She gasped as Michael's hands moved beneath her sleeveless sweater, running up her rib cage, until he was cupping her breasts, all the while kissing her, sliding his tongue in and out of her mouth, generating long, tingling shivers of sensation that ran from her mouth to her breasts, to the inner sides of her thighs, until she felt completely spineless.
Michael pulled the sweater over her head, then gazed down at her full breasts swelling out of the lacy ivory cups of her bra. He bent his head and kissed the upper curve of her breast, sliding his mouth into the valley between them. She found herself pressing her hands down on his shoulders, wanting him to taste even more of her.
He flipped open the clasp of her bra, and slowly, slowly spread the lacy edges. He cupped her breasts with his hands and slid his fingers back and forth until her nipples ached for his touch.
Finally he lowered his head and kissed her, drawing one nipple between his lips, between the gentle tug of his teeth until she gasped with pleasure. She thought she could surely die happy at this moment, in his arms. Then his hands moved to the button on her skirt, and she knew she wasn't ready to die just yet.
Her skirt slid down her hips, revealing a matching pair of lace undies, which Michael peeled away. The air felt cool against her heated skin, until his fingers returned to the triangle of hair between her thighs, and he made his way through the tight curls, caressing, coaxing, until all she could think of was the tug of his mouth on her breast and the aching place between her legs.
"I want you, Michael," she muttered.
He slipped his fingers inside her.
She tensed at the warm, sliding sensation. The tension built, and she could do nothing but cling to his shoulders until her body shook and trembled against him.
He lifted his head from her breasts and pulled her against his chest.
"I -- I couldn't wait for you," she said.
"Honey, we're just getting started."
He bent to kiss her lips, and she reached for his belt buckle. She quickly loosened the belt, undid the top button, and slid down the zipper.
Michael dropped his briefs along with his slacks, then shed his shirt and slipped her bra off her shoulders. "Now this is better."
"Much better," she agreed, leaning forward to kiss him.
"Wait."
She looked at him in surprise. "Why?"
He reached for his pants, for his wallet, for the square foil packet inside. Protection. She'd forgotten all about it, but he had come prepared. Had he expected this or just hoped? Suddenly there were doubts.
He read them in her eyes. "Don't."
"Michael -- "
"Shhh." He covered her protest with his mouth and pulled her against the length of him, until they were skin to skin, breast to breast, hip to hip.
He cupped her buttocks as he slid his tongue back into her mouth. She caressed the length of him, stroking the velvety tip, feeling him harden beneath her touch.
He drew her over to the old couch. He put on the condom, then sat down, drawing her on top of him, leaning back until her body covered his like a blanket. He lifted her, then brought her down on top of him. She met his lips with a glad cry as he thrust inside her. They moved together in a mindless rhythm that was easy, natural, and utterly perfect. When the tension built again he called her name, and she called his, and they went over the edge together.



Chapter Twenty

 
A half hour later, Joanna and Michael walked down to the kitchen, hoping to find some water to drink. Michael looked at the country oak table, then tipped his head thoughtfully in her direction.
Her eyes widened at the returning desire in his eyes. "I don't think so. The couch in the attic was daring enough for me."
"You are so much like me, it's incredible."
"Like you? I'm not like you. You're the one with all the big ideas. In fact..." She laughed as she reached for the bulge in his pants. "You're the one who's just plain big."
"Because of you," he growled, "I've taken more cold showers in the last week than any man should have to take in a lifetime."
"Poor guy."
"That's right. And I think you should apologize."
He lifted her up and sat her down on the tabletop, spreading her legs so he could stand between them.
"What did you have in mind?" she asked with a shiver of anticipation.
He laughed. "Believe it or not, I have no idea, but I think we can come up with something fun." 
She cupped his face with her hands. "You really haven't been this bold before?"
He shook his head. "I always felt I had to be responsible, safe, plan things out ahead of time. I couldn't be spontaneous because someone had to hold down the fort."
"But Angela was spontaneous. Surely the two of you made love everywhere." Joanna didn't know why she asked. She hated to even bring up Angela's name, but the woman always seemed to be between them.
"Angela and I were kids when we got together. Even though she longed for a wild life, she was a well-protected Italian Catholic girl. That's why we got married young, instead of just having sex," he said with a wry smile. "Because I was older than Angela, I felt I had to take care of her, that she needed me to make the decisions. We fell into a pattern that way. After we had kids, our love life diminished. I was busy. Angela was tired. I know she started thinking about other men, wondering what it would be like to be with someone else, since I was her one and only lover."
"Surely she didn't say that to you."
"When we were fighting she'd say all kinds of things. Angela spoke first and thought second." He shrugged. "Maybe she was right. Maybe I didn't give her a chance to grow up, to experience life. Maybe I screwed up her life."
She ran her hand down the side of his face. She loved that he spoke with honesty, that his words rang true even to the point of incriminating himself, but she didn't believe he had ruined Angela's life. "We're all to blame for the messes that occur in our lives. Ultimately we make our own decisions or we let others make our decisions, which is a decision in itself."
"Angela was too young to make a decision."
"Do you really believe that?"
"I think her parents do. They hold me responsible for everything that happened, even her death."
"They know you weren't responsible for her death."
"Sophia might," he admitted. "But Vincent ordered me to take care of his daughter, and I let him down. Our relationship has never been the same since."
She didn't want to think or talk about the De Lucas. She wanted to go back to where they'd been before, making love, lost in each other's bodies.
"Joanna." Michael tilted her chin with his hand. "I'm glad you came here tonight, that we found each other."
"Even if it's only for tonight?" she asked, already anticipating the bittersweet pain of parting that would come with the morning.
"Who says it's only for tonight?" He played with a strand of her hair. "I've been thinking."
"Uh-oh."
He smiled. "Maybe you should meet the De Lucas. Sophia and Vincent are celebrating their fortieth wedding anniversary tomorrow night."
"I don't know.  I went to their house this morning, but I only saw Tony.  He said they weren't there.  I'm not sure that was true.  He made it pretty clear he didn't want me to come back."
"That's his problem."
"It will be yours, too."
"Joanna, I don't want to hide what we feel for each other. I don't want to conduct this love affair in a dark closet."
"We're not having a love affair."
"I want to." His eyes turned serious. "The girls already love you."
"Think what people will say," she protested. "It's going to get messy.  They'll think you're trying to replace Angela with her double."
"I don't care what they say.  We know the truth."
"We still don't know if I'm somebody's skeleton in the closet. I can't just show up at this party. I could scare the hell out of someone."
He hesitated. "You might scare some people, and I don't want to spoil Vincent and Sophia's anniversary.  But we're going to deal with this soon. I promise you that."
She appreciated his determination, but she saw only problems ahead. "What you can't promise is a happy ending for any of us."
"You're being cynical."
"I'm being realistic. If someone gave me away I'm not sure I could forgive them. And if my mother lied to me all these years, I'm not sure I could forgive her. I don't know if I could be with either family. And you are as much a De Luca as the rest of them. Lily and Rose are De Lucas."
"Lily and Rose and I are Ashtons."  
"Michael -- " she began again.
His finger touched her lips. "We'll talk about it tomorrow.  Don't think. Don't worry."
"You mean I should stop breathing?" she asked. 
"If that's what it takes." He paused. "Actually you could think about one thing."
"What's that?"
"Taking off some of your clothes. It's getting hot in here," he said as he kissed her lips.
She smiled. "Now that I can do something about."
It took only a minute to shed their clothes. Michael pulled her to the edge of the table. She wrapped her legs around his waist. She wanted to feel as if they were one person again and again, until she couldn't remember what loneliness felt like.
Later, they made their way outside, spending the rest of the night wrapped in a quilt on the edge of the cliff behind Ruby Mae's house. It was an unseasonably warm summer night, with only a slight chill as the hours of darkness headed toward dawn.
The sound of the ocean gave them peace. The dazzling array of stars overhead provided inspiration, and in each other's arms they found the missing piece of themselves.
"I always knew it would be like this," Joanna said, resting her head on Michael's shoulder, "when I finally found the right guy. I just didn't think it would take so damn long,"
"Maybe you were too picky,"
"If you'd met David you wouldn't say that. Or Harry or Winston or Conrad."
"Didn't you date anyone named Joe or Sam?"
"You don't find too many of those guys hanging out at the library. They always seem to be on the baseball field or the basketball court."
"You're not saying you don't like sports," he said in mock horror.
"I love baseball. My dad used to take me to the Giants games. We always went to opening day together.''
"You miss him, don't you?"
"Yes, but life goes on." She paused. "Do you believe in fate? I mean, look at us. How strange that we would meet, that we would come together at this moment in our lives. It must have been destiny."
"Or Mariah. The kids swear it was her idea that they go to school," he said.
"Maybe it was Mariah. I'd like to believe there is a little magic in everyone's life."
"Magic, huh?"
She felt his smile against her hair and lifted her head to look into his eyes. "You're not going to go all modern and pragmatic on me, are you?  I know you have a romantic streak."
"Says who?"
"Says me." She kissed his mouth.
He gave her a serious look. "Joanna, I don't want you to think I'm someone I'm not. I might appreciate historic buildings, but I still have to make a living.  They're still going to tear down the Stratton Hotel, and I'm going to design a skyscraper for Gary Connaught. It's what I do, and I'm good at it."
She sighed. "I know, but I think you'd be just as good at restoring something. Haven't you ever wanted to try that angle?"
"Maybe a long time ago." He tipped his head. "You're the one who should be out there fighting for the old buildings. Why aren't you in the historical society? Why aren't you peppering the building department with protests like every other San Francisco preservation fanatic?"
"I don't know. I never thought I could make a difference."
"You could."
She smiled, pleased with his show of respect. "Maybe I'll think about it. After handling six-year-olds this summer, politicians would be a piece of cake."
"Speaking of six-year-olds, did Lily and Rose show any signs of nervousness when their cousin Marlena picked them up from school?"
"Oh, no. They were filled with excitement about their sleep over. They talked nonstop about it."
"They weren't scared about being away from home?"
"Not at all. And Marlena is a delightful young woman. Who does she belong to?"
"Vincent's brother Louis. She's his oldest daughter."
"She seemed very responsible."
"She is, and I am extremely happy that Marlena's younger sister Andrea decided to have a sleep-over birthday party."
"I'll bet." She rested her head on his chest. "Do you want to go inside?"
"No."
"Neither do I."
"See, we agree about everything important,"
"I don't know about everything."
Silence fell between them, broken only by the sounds of the crickets.
"Joanna, what if you find out you're a De Luca? What then?"
She shivered at the thought. "I don't know."
"Promise me one thing."
"What?"
"Don't let it come between us," he whispered.
Her heart stopped at the passionate, tender plea. She wanted to promise that nothing would come between them, but she couldn't. Not yet.
 
* * *
 
Michael awoke with a smile on his face. It had been a long time since he had slept with such contentment. As he stretched, Joanna stirred against his shoulder. He'd probably have a kink in his neck all day, but it was worth it. They were good together. Joanna seemed to know what he was thinking before he thought it. There had been nothing awkward about their lovemaking. No stilted moments, no long pauses, no wondering if he was making the right move.
He shifted slightly so he could look at her face, bathed in early morning sunlight.
He no longer saw Angela when he looked at Joanna. The two had become distinct in his mind, just as Lily and Rose were identical only to strangers, not to him. His daughters would be thrilled to have him and Joanna get together. They would be happy to have a mother again. But was it fair to ask Joanna to step into a ready-made family, to play out someone else's role? He hoped so.
He wanted everything with her. He wanted to go to bed with her and wake up with her. He wanted to be her partner, her lover, her friend. But would he have to choose between Joanna and the De Lucas? 
Could life really be that cruel?
Of course, it could. Didn't he have firsthand experience with just such cruelty?
"Mm-mm," Joanna said with a smile, her eyes still closed. "If this is a dream I don't want to wake up."
"It's not a dream," he murmured.
She blinked sleepily, lazily, tenderness and love filling her eyes as she looked into his face. "Morning."
"Morning yourself."
"I can't believe we slept out here." She sat up and stretched. "You must have been uncomfortable with me on your shoulder all night."
He sat up and flexed his arm. "I think I'll live. You might have to kiss it and make it fee! better."
She leaned over and kissed him on the biceps. "Anything else hurt?" she asked with a mischievous grin.
"Yeah, my neck."
She scooted in close to him so she could trail her lips against his neck. Then he pointed to his lips, and she followed accordingly.
He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her onto his lap, deepening the kiss, teasing her lips with his tongue, until she smiled against his mouth.
"If you're planning on leaving any time soon, you better stop right now," she said.
"I don't think I ever want to leave."
"This isn't even our house." Joanna traced his mouth with her finger. "Come next week, it will probably be for sale. Who knows what will happen to it then?"
Her face took on a faraway expression, and Michael wondered if he should tell her about Iris's plans to destroy the house. But he didn't want to spoil the moment. "You know, it's Saturday, and I don't have to pick up the girls until eleven, so there's no rush in getting out of here. What's on your schedule today?"
"Let's see." She tilted her head thoughtfully. "I thought I'd return some books to the library, take a shower ... oh, and maybe find out who my real parents are. Just your average run-of-the-mill day."
He smiled. "We're quite a pair. You don't know who your parents are. I have no idea why my kids won't speak to me. We just spent the night in the backyard of a house we don't own. Oh, and you just happen to be the mirror image of my wife. Where's the phone? I'm calling Oprah." 
Joanna punched him on the arm. "It's not funny." 
"If we don't laugh we'll never get through it."
"I know you're right, but there's a lot at stake for me. If I'm not a Wingate I don't know who I am."
"You're a beautiful, intelligent, sexy woman."
"Okay, you get points for that."
"How many?"
She ran her tongue along the edge of his lips, until he groaned and deepened the kiss.
"Did I also mention that you have great legs and a terrific smile?" he asked a few minutes later.
"Don't push your luck," she said with a laugh, flopping down on her back, her head on his shoulder. As she did so, a strong gust of wind rattled the wind chimes on Ruby Mae's back deck, a lovely melody that had played all night long. "That music reminds me of my music box," she said.
He sat up abruptly, and Joanna's head hit the ground with a thud.
"Ouch! What did you do that for?" She sat up, rubbing the back of her head.
"You have a music box?" he asked.
She looked at him in surprise. "Yes. My father gave it to me when I was a baby. Why?"
His heart began to race. Maybe he was jumping to a wild conclusion. Lots of children had music boxes. It didn't mean anything.
"Michael, what's wrong?"
He met her troubled gaze. "Sophia collects music boxes from all over the world. She gave each of her children a music box on the day they were born. She even gave one to Lily and Rose."
"My father told me he found the box in an antiques shop. He loved it almost as much as I did. He would turn it on just before I went to sleep at night. Sometimes we'd sit there in the dark without speaking and listen to the melody play."
"Is there an inscription on the box?" 
"Yes. It says to my daughter, with love.' "
"Anything else? Any initials -- like SD?"
"I -- I don't think so." She didn't sound sure. "I haven't looked at it in awhile. I play it, but I don't read the inscription all that often."
"Maybe you should take another look." 
"My father gave me the music box," she said.  
"I know," he replied, as a wave of uneasiness ran through him. The inscription was terribly familiar. Another coincidence? Was that possible?
What was the alternative? That Sophia was Joanna's mother? He couldn't accept that either. Sophia was the backbone of the family, the nurturing woman who mothered them all, whose heart was as big as the tallest skyscraper. Sophia would have been married when Joanna was born, with two boys, Frank and Tony. It couldn't have been her. She couldn't have given up a baby. It was impossible.
"Maybe I should try to talk to Sophia today," Joanna said, her thoughts running parallel to his.
"Today is the party, remember?"
"That's right, their wedding anniversary. Forty years, you said."
He met her gaze. "Joanna, it couldn't have been Sophia. She and Vincent would never have given up a child."
"I know you love them, Michael, but how can you be sure of what happened in Sophia and Vincent's marriage thirty years ago?"
"If Sophia had been pregnant, everyone in the family would have known. If anyone is your mother, it's Elena."
"Maybe it was her. Will she be at the party tonight?"
"Yes." He wished he'd never mentioned the party to Joanna. It was a big event. Linda had spent days planning the surprise. He couldn't let Joanna walk in and start asking awkward questions. It wouldn't be fair to the De Lucas. But his thoughts made him feel disloyal to Joanna, to the woman he'd made love with. Could he put loyalty to the De Lucas before loyalty to her? "Joanna, I think you were right earlier, that this party is not the right time to rock the boat."
"I thought you wanted me to come."
"I changed my mind."
"Michael, this boat started rocking long before I got on it. This situation isn't my fault."
"I didn't mean it that way."
"You're more afraid I'm going to hurt them than they're going to hurt me," she proclaimed, her gaze filling with disappointment.
"I don't want any of you to get hurt."
"You can't play both sides."
"Why not? Why do I have to choose a side?"
"Because..." Her voice trailed away. "I don't know."
He put his hands on her shoulders and rubbed the tension out of her neck. "Let's not borrow trouble. We don't know anything yet. This secret, if there is one, has been around for years. We don't have to solve it today,"
"You're right." They sat there for a few more minutes, listening to the sounds of the waves breaking on the beach below. "I guess we should thank about leaving."
"What time is it?"
Joanna checked her watch. "Eight o'clock."
"Too early. We should go back to bed."
"We're not in bed, we're on the lawn."
"It will still work."
"What will still work?" she asked suspiciously.
He grinned in reply.
Joanna blushed under his intimate look. "Do you have any more -- you know?"
He reached into his pocket and pulled out three more foil packets.
Her jaw dropped open in astonishment. "Good grief!"
"I build skyscrapers. When I dream, I dream big."
"What exactly happens in this dream of yours?"
He pulled the quilt over their heads and proceeded to show her.



Chapter Twenty-One
 

The banquet room at De Luca's was packed by six o'clock that evening with every De Luca between the ages of two and sixty. It was a noisy crowd, lots of chattering, hand waving, and arguing. Tony took a sip of his beer and leaned against the wall. He smiled as he saw his great-aunt Marie handing out prayer cards. She was hell-bent on saving as many De Lucas from purgatory as she possibly could, Tony had used his card as a coaster for his beer bottle.
His forty-two-year-old second cousin Harry was already drunk and using this opportunity to kiss as many women in the room as possible. Aunt Tess was tapping her cane to the beat of the music that barely rose above the conversation level, and his elderly uncle Milton, who tried to sleep through as many family functions as possible, was taking a quick snooze in the corner of the room while some of Frank's kids twirled streamers around his chair.
All in all it was a typical De Luca gathering.
He'd missed them, Tony suddenly realized -- all of them, not just Angela but the others too. He'd missed this feeling of being part of a group of people who genuinely cared about one another. Craziness and all, his family was okay.
He took another sip of his beer. After a quiet dinner, if you could call any dinner with the De Luca family quiet, they would spill into the main dining room to join more family and friends. There were already a few people dining in the restaurant, waiting for the party to follow.
His gut tightened instinctively. Helen and Joey would be arriving at any minute. He'd seen their names on the reservation list. This might be his last chance to talk to her. He was planning to leave in a few days so he needed to see her tonight.
With that thought in mind, he left the room. As he entered the main dining room, Helen and Joey walked in. He stopped abruptly. Helen's dark purple silk dress set off her gorgeous blond hair. Her skin seemed to glow in the candlelight, and as she laughed at something Joey said, Tony realized she looked happy -- like a woman in love.
It had to be an act. Helen had always loved him. She'd vowed to marry him in the seventh grade. The only problem was, he'd never offered marriage. They'd dated on and off throughout middle school, high school, and college. Helen had always been there for him, waiting with open arms and unconditional love. Only, he'd been too stupid to realize that, until now.
Tony raised the beer bottle to his lips as Helen and Joey were seated in a quiet booth against the wall. He needed to talk to Helen alone. He needed five minutes to convince her that he was serious this time. Somehow he didn't think Joey would accommodate his need for private conversation.
A flash of red caught Tony's eye as Kathleen Shannon crossed in front of him. She set down two bowls of pasta at one table and a basket of bread at another. Then she wiped her hands on her apron and returned to the kitchen. He wondered if he could enlist Kathleen's help in distracting Joey. He walked over to the kitchen door, then stepped back in a hurry as Kathleen flew out with a tray full of hot food. For a moment the tray swayed in her hand. Tony instinctively grabbed it, steadying it. She let out a sigh of relief.
"You scared me," she said.
"I've always told Papa he should change that door. Do you want some help?"
"I can manage."
He waited by the door until she had unloaded her tray, then he stopped her as she came by again. "Kathleen, can you do me a favor?"
She raised an eyebrow. "What's that?"
"Go over to that table" -- he tipped his head toward Joey and Helen -- "and tell that guy he has a phone call in the back hall."
"Why would I want to do that?"
"To be helpful?"
"You'll have to do better than that."
"I just need five minutes."
"With the blonde?" Kathleen studied Helen with a thoughtful tilt to her head. "She's the one who's getting married in a couple of weeks."
"That's right. I need five minutes with the blonde who's getting married in a couple of weeks," he repeated in frustration.
"Why do you want her so bad?" Kathleen snapped her fingers. "I know."
"You don't know anything."
"You want her because she wants him."
"Will you do it or not?"
"All right, I'll do it. But you owe me one, and I always collect my debts."
"Fine, I'll owe you."
"Remember you said that."
"I will. Just give me one minute, then do it."
Tony headed for the courtesy phones in the back hallway. He opened the phone book to the yellow pages and dialed one of the airline numbers. Once connected, music played in his ear with an announcer interrupting every minute or two to announce that someone would be on the line shortly. Perfect. Joey would think his caller had placed him on hold which should give Tony enough time to grab Helen by the hand, kiss her senseless, and sweep her out of the restaurant.
Of course he'd miss the big party, but he'd worry about that later. His parents understood passion and love. They were Italian. They'd forgive him for this. Especially if he ended up getting married and having children.
Marriage. Children. Whoa. He was getting ahead of himself. All he really wanted was for Helen to sail around the world with him. Maybe she'd take a promise for commitment at a later date.
He returned to the dining room, skirting the edge of the room so he wouldn't bump into Joey. When he reached Helen's table she looked at him in wary surprise.
"Tony. I thought you'd be with your family."
"Run away with me," he said in a hurried, hushed voice.
"What?" Her jaw dropped open.
He slid onto the seat next to her and kissed her on the lips while her mouth was still open. He thought for a moment she would kiss him back, but she pulled away.
"What do you think you're doing?" she hissed, looking for Joey.
"I'm trying to sweep you off your feet, but you're not cooperating,"
"I'm engaged."
"I love you, Helen."
"It's too late."
"You're not married yet."
"I'm engaged. Go away, Tony,"
"Don't you remember our dreams, Helen? We were going to sail around the world. We were going to be footloose and fancy-free. We were going to spend our lives together."
Her eyes filled with tears. "Tony," she said softly, "those were your dreams. They weren't mine."
He didn't understand. "You never said you wanted anything else."
"Because I adored you. I wanted what you wanted. Up until six months ago, I would have done exactly what you asked with no questions. Then I met Joey." She paused. "I realized things could be different. Joey watches me when I sleep, Tony. He brings me coffee in the morning. He lets me have the remote control. He even held my hair back while I threw up. If that's not love, I don't know what is."
"I love you, too. I'm crazy about you, Helen."
"So crazy that you'd give up that boat of yours, settle in this town, and run this restaurant with your brother?"
"If -- if I have to. Yeah. Maybe. If I have to. I could do that."
"Oh, Tony, thank you," she said with a wistful smile.
"For what?"
"For at least considering the idea. Even if it would make you terribly unhappy."
"I wouldn't be unhappy. I'd be with you." He saw Helen look up beyond him. He turned his head.
Joey stood behind him, beaming a broad smile across his square face. "Tony, How you doing? I was hoping to see you while you were here, but Michael told me you were busy getting your boat ready to sail."
Joey must not have overhead their conversation, because he seemed completely oblivious to the undercurrents flowing between him and Helen. "I'm doing okay," Tony mumbled, sliding out of the seat.
"Did you hear Helen and I are getting married? I tell you, I am the luckiest man on earth. Who would have thought that me, Joey Scopazzi, who couldn't get a date to the prom for any amount of money, would be marrying the prettiest girl in town?" Joey leaned over and tenderly kissed Helen on the lips. She kissed him back, the way a lover would, the way a wife would. Tony knew it was over. He'd known it since he first came back; he just hadn't wanted to accept it. Without Helen waiting in the wings, he'd somehow lost his anchor.
"I wish you could stick around for the wedding," Joey said. "I know Helen would love to have you there."
Helen didn't say anything to confirm or deny that statement. She didn't have to. They both knew he wouldn't be there.
"Thanks, I'll think about it. I don't know what my schedule is."
"You know, all of us guys talked about being astronauts or baseball players, but you actually grew up to do exactly what you said you were going to do, sail around the world." Joey slapped him on the back. "We're proud of you, Tony. Really proud."
Proud. Jesus, he felt like a schmuck. "Thanks," he mumbled.
Helen touched Joey on the arm. "I left my sweater in the car and it's chilly in here. Could you get it for me?"
"Of course, sweetheart." He kissed her again, then headed for the car.
"I'd forgotten how nice he was," Tony said with a scowl. "That must be why we always used to beat him up."
"He is nice."
"Do you really love him, Helen? I know he loves you, but is he truly the love of your lifetime?"
"Yes." Her eyes softened. "I know I promised to love you for all time in the seventh grade, but I grew up. You still tempt me. When you first came back I thought maybe I'd made a mistake. But we don't want the same things, Tony. And as I've gotten older I've learned to avoid things that aren't good for me. It makes life easier." She took a deep breath. "Do me one favor though. Don't come to the wedding, okay?"
"Okay." He shrugged. "I guess there's nothing left to say except have a nice life."
"You, too. I wish I could have been the one for you. I knew when you didn't come back, when you didn't turn to me in your grief, that I could never really be the one."
Maybe Helen was right, but he'd be damned if he'd admit it. "I'll see you around."
"Drop me a postcard some time."
"Sure." He dug his hands into his pockets and walked away. He didn't want to see Joey come back. He didn't want to see Helen kiss her fiance again. He didn't want to be reminded that he'd probably just lost the best woman he'd ever had.
Instead he headed for the bar and ordered a shot of tequila. "Dumped you, did she?" Kathleen asked as she stepped up to the bar and ordered three glasses of red wine. She smiled knowingly. "She wasn't your type anyway."
"How would you know?"
"She's got homebody written all over her. I doubt she'd hold your attention for more than five minutes."
"She's had my attention since the seventh grade."
"That just proves my point."
"Excuse me?"
"If you'd really wanted her, you would have gotten her a long time ago." She nodded at her own brilliance. "It's like I said, you want her now because she wants him."
"You're a waitress, not a psychologist. Why don't you stick to serving drinks and food instead of advice?"
"I'm a lot more than a waitress, Tony De Luca. That's another problem with you."
"Oh, you mean I have another problem?" he asked, putting a hand to his chest in mock astonishment.
"Yes, you do. You only see what you want to see. I'm beginning to think it's a De Luca family trait."
"Speaking of the De Lucas, I think I'll join my family in the back room."
"Fine," she said with a breezy wave, "just let me know if you need my help in seducing any other engaged women away from their fiances."
Her laugh followed him down the hall. She annoyed the hell out of him. Made his blood boil. Made his palms sweat. He paused at the door to the banquet room, suddenly recognizing the symptoms for what they were. But there was no way he was getting involved with her. She'd probably end up killing him, if he didn't kill her first.
 
* * *
 
Joanna felt a tremendous surge of anger, a wave of fury that rendered her speechless, that made her hands curl into fists, that made her want to hit someone or break something. Her mother had lied. Her father had lied, too.
With shaky fingers she reached for the music box she had taken off her dresser and placed on the middle of her bed. She sat cross-legged on the quilt, dressed in blue jeans and a sweatshirt, the clothes she had put on when she returned home earlier that day.
Joanna turned the music box over again. The glittering gold inscription on the bottom brought tears to her eyes. To my daughter, with love.
Her father had given her the music box. She'd assumed he'd had it engraved. She'd noticed the tiny initials before, the letters S.D., but believed they belonged to the maker of the box. Now they stood for so much more. S.D. -- Sophia De Luca. There was only one reason Sophia De Luca would have given her a music box. Sophia was her mother.
"Joanna?" Caroline knocked on the closed door. "Are you all right? You've been in there for hours."
Joanna wrapped her arms around her waist. She couldn't answer. She couldn't breathe. Her entire body ached with disillusionment, anger, bitterness.
All these years they had lied to her. She wasn't their daughter. She wasn't a Wingate. She wasn't of French or German descent, but Italian. She was a De Luca.
Oh, God! How could she be?
Tears poured out of her eyes, dripping down her cheeks, onto the bedspread, onto the music box --  silent tears that couldn't begin to release the depth of her pain. She wanted to scream in agony. The sounds rumbled in her throat, threatening to break free. She swallowed them back, trying to maintain control.
She twisted the key to the music box, starting the melody. The music only heightened her agony. The tones that once seemed so reassuring, loving, and safe now mocked her innocence.
"Joanna, I'm worried about you. Open up this door," her mother commanded.
The knob turned, but Joanna had locked the door.
How could she look into her mother's face? Not her real mother, but her adoptive mother. Caroline hadn't labored, hadn't given birth to her. Caroline was an imposter, a liar, a pretender.
The words choked the breath out of her. Her eyes filled again with tears at what she had lost. A small baby taken out of her mother's arms and given to a stranger. A stranger! A woman with blond hair and blue eyes. A woman who liked to jog, who hated to cook, and thought gardening was for men who spoke foreign languages.
All the differences between Joanna and her mother raced through Joanna's mind. All the times her friends had commented on how different she and Caroline were. How many lies had her mother told over the years? Thousands? Millions? Had every word been a lie?
And her father -- the man she'd held in her arms as he'd taken his last breath -- he'd lied, too.
That hurt the most. Her father had always seemed so sincere, loving, honest. His arms had been warm, his shoulders comforting. But all that time he'd known that he wasn't her real father, that her mother wasn't her real mother, that they were playing a game of pretend.
She wondered how it had come about, and her anger grew to encompass the De Lucas. How could Sophia and her husband have given her away?
She was their child. They'd kept their other children. Why not her? Had they not loved her enough to want to raise her? She hadn't thought the pain could get worse, but it did. She felt angry, confused, betrayed, and so alone. So very much alone.
"Joanna, let me in," her mother called, desperation in her voice. "Please, I want to talk to you. I want to know you're all right. I love you." Her voice broke.
Joanna's heart grew harder. "Liar," she whispered.
"If you don't come out I'll break down this door, Joanna. I swear I will."
Joanna slid off the bed. She didn't open the door to her bedroom, but instead walked over to her closet and pulled out a black dress. With her heart pounding and her fingers shaking, it took her a few clumsy minutes to change clothes, but she was finally ready.
When she opened the door her mother practically fell into the room.
Caroline's eyes looked wild and panicked, like a hunted animal that sensed there was no escape. "Joanna, are you all right? Good grief -- you're all dressed up. Where are you going?"
"I'm going to a party," She said coldly.
"A party?"
"That's right. You see, my parents -- my real parents -- are celebrating their fortieth wedding anniversary tonight. I think I should be there, don't you?"
Caroline's face turned white. "My God, what are you talking about?"
"Don't try to lie. Mother -- I mean Caroline. It's over. The game is over,"
Her mother put a hand to her heart. "Joanna, don't do this. I can't lose you."
"You never had me. I'm not your child. I'm not a Wingate. I'm a De Luca. How could you?" she demanded. "All these years you lied to me,"
"All right, we adopted you," Caroline confessed, her words coming out in a rush. "It was never a game. We raised you as if you were our own child. We loved you every day of your life. We gave you everything."
"Everything but the truth. Why not just tell me?"
"I didn't want to lose you," she repeated.
"How could you have lost me when I was five years old, when I was ten, when I was twelve? You had complete control over me. You must have kept the secret for another reason. What was it? Shame?"
"I was never ashamed of you. I was ashamed of me," Caroline cried. "I was ashamed that I couldn't have a child of my own when everyone else could. I wasn't a whole woman. I couldn't hold my head up straight. I couldn't talk to the other women about pregnancy and labor and getting up at three in the morning."
"Oh, please. Having a child isn't everything."
"It was then, Joanna. A woman was nothing without a child. As the years passed I felt more and more like a failure. I didn't want to get up in the morning. I didn't want to see anyone. Your father finally moved us to the city so he wouldn't have to keep explaining why I wouldn't entertain, why I didn't want to go to the Fourth of July block party and watch everyone else with their children."
She paused, her desperate eyes pleading with Joanna to understand. "Then we got you, and everything was right again. I had a baby. I was a mother. We were a family. I didn't want it to end. I never wanted to feel empty and alone again. Your father said no one would ever have to know. So no one did."
Caroline reached out a hand to her, but Joanna couldn't bear the touch. She was too confused, too upset. "How can I believe anything you say when I know that you lied about the most basic truth of all?" She turned and strode briskly toward the door.
"Don't go," Caroline begged, following her. "Stay and we'll talk. I'll tell you everything I know."
"It's too little, too late," she said as she reached the door. "I want to see my real mother and my real father. I want to ask them why they gave me up."
"Joanna, you can't burst into the middle of their party."
"Like hell I can't."
 
* * *
 
Michael held hands with Rose and Lily as they walked into the banquet room. The heavy scent of perfume, the make-up, the glittering candles and flowers, and background music added up to a party atmosphere. He hadn't gone five feet before each of his girls was snatched up by a loving relative and kissed soundly on both cheeks.
Then it was his turn.
"Michael, you adorable man." Angela's aunt Carlotta cupped his face with her hands. "Why haven't I seen you lately?"
"I've been busy with work," he replied as she kissed him on the cheek.
"And those babies, those adorable babies, where are they?"
Michael looked around. Lily and Rose had quickly ditched him to play with their cousins. He smiled at the same time Aunt Carlotta muttered in disgust, "Why, they've wrapped old Milton up like a Christmas tree. Linda, look what your children have done."
Linda sent her an apologetic look. "I'm sorry. Frank was supposed to be watching the kids. I'll tell them to take the streamers off Uncle Milton."
"I'll tell them myself."
"She hates me," Linda told him. "No doubt she'll give Frank an earful before the night is over."
"No doubt," he agreed.
"I can't imagine how Uncle Milton sleeps through all the commotion," she said as they watched Carlotta chastise the children.
"Valium. He takes it like vitamins. He says it relaxes him."
"Any more relaxed and he'll be dead."
"So we've got a crowd here. I thought dinner was for immediate family."
"Immediate in this family is just about everyone. I just hope Sophia and Vincent actually show up."
"What are you talking about?" 
"Vincent spent last night here at the restaurant. He and Sophia are fighting."
His uneasiness returned. "What are they fighting about?"
"I don't know, but Vincent wanted to take Sophia out of town for the weekend, and she wouldn't go. Tony thought it might have something to do with that woman."
"Joanna?" 
"Yes. Do you know what's going on?"
"Not exactly, but I have a suspicion."
"Is it going to ruin my party, Michael?" she asked with worried eyes.
"It might ruin more than your party," he said somberly.
"She's not coming here tonight, is she?"
"I did mention the party, but no, she's not coming. This isn't the time or the place for family revelations." 
"Thank God. I've worked hard on this party, and I want it to be perfect. It's tough trying to fit into this family. Sophia and Vincent are saints, at least in my husband's eyes, and I always come up short." 
"That's not true.  And you shouldn't want to be Sophia. You're you. Why do you have to be the same?"
"Because Frank wants what his father has," she said somewhat hopelessly. "I just don't know how I can spend the rest of my life trying to please someone who's never going to be pleased."
Her words disturbed Michael, but before he could say anything, the door behind them opened, and Uncle Louis rushed in, waving his arms. "Quiet everyone. They just pulled into the parking lot."
Someone dimmed the lights. The chatter dropped to a whisper as everyone waited in anticipation.



Chapter Twenty-Two

 
"What are we doing here?" Sophia demanded as Charles stopped the car in the De Luca's parking lot. "I thought we were having dinner at Stars."
"Frank called while you were getting your coat," Elena said. "He wanted Vincent to stop by for a second."
Sophia looked at her sister in irritation. "There's always something.  I'll wait here."
"No, let's go in. It might take a few minutes. We can have a drink at the bar," Elena said.
"I don't feel like seeing everyone tonight," she replied. In fact, she didn't want to go to dinner at all. Vincent hadn't said a word since he'd come home that afternoon. He'd dressed in silence, his face permanently grooved in a deep scowl. She saw absolutely no reason to celebrate forty happy years when they were anything but happy.
"Come on," Elena said. "I know you're in a bad mood, but we're going to change that."
"Oh, leave her be," Vincent said. "If she wants to stay in the car, let her stay in the car."
"I'm not staying in the car," Sophia said, just to be contrary.
"Fine, then come in."
"I will."
Elena sighed. "Let's just get this over with, okay?"
They got out of the car and entered the restaurant through the back door and into the busy kitchen. "Where's Frankie?" Vincent demanded of his nephew Rico.
"In the banquet room. We're having a problem with the party in there," Rico said.
Sophia turned toward the bar, but Elena grabbed her arm. "Let's see what the problem is."
"I don't care what the problem is."
"Well, I do."
"Why?"
Elena pulled her toward the hallway, following in the men's footsteps. "Because I'm curious."
"You're crazy."
As Vincent reached for the door handle, Sophia felt the sudden urge to run. It was too quiet, too dark. Her sister was acting strange and so was Charles, hanging back with smiles on their faces.
Vincent pushed open the door.
The flash of light blinded her.
The loud screams of "Surprise!" deafened her.
Sophia couldn't move.
Vincent looked into her eyes.
She stared back.
They both turned toward the crowd, to their friends and family, to the people who loved them, respected them, idolized them. She wanted to run away. She wanted to wake up and find out it was all a dream. But it wasn't a dream. It was a party for her and Vincent, celebrating their marriage, their vows, their promises, so many of which had been broken.
Vincent held out his hand to her. His gaze met hers in a silent plea. His honor meant more to him than anything. Without it, he would be nothing.
She took his hand and forced a smile. She could get through this. She could pretend -- because compared to everything that had come before, this pretense was easy. Everyone she loved was in this room. Tony, Frank, Linda, Michael, her sisters, cousins, grandchildren, nieces, and nephews. 
After a few minutes they found themselves at the front of the room. Frank asked for attention. He came over and kissed his mother on the cheek, then his father.
"Congratulations," he said. He took two glasses of champagne from the nearby waiter and handed one to each of them. "I'd like to propose a toast -- to the two most wonderful parents on this earth, who inspire us daily with their love and selfless generosity."
She swayed, his words cutting deeply through her deceit. How could she let her son go on talking about her and Vincent as if they were saints, when they had sinned more than anyone in the room? Vincent held on to her arm as if he, too, felt shaky. For the first time in a long while, she felt as if they were supporting each other. Perhaps that was the only way they could get through this.
"To you." Frank raised his glass.
She barely tasted the champagne. Then Tony stepped forward, his dark eyes dancing with amusement. "Congratulations Mama, Papa, you're the best."
They weren't the best. They were the worst.
She took another sip as the crowd did likewise.
Then Michael stepped forward. Oh, God, it wasn't over yet. She wanted to crawl into a dark hole and hide until everyone went away.
Michael cleared his throat. "I know Angela would have had something witty to say about this big event, but since I don't have the De Luca gift for words, let me just say that the girls and I really appreciate this family, especially you and Vincent," he said to Sophia. "For shining the light so we could find our way out of the darkness."
She felt tears gather in her eyes. "Say something," Louis shouted.
"Speech," someone insisted.
"Thank you -- all of you," Vincent said slowly. "This is wonderful. I'm speechless."
"Tell us how you did it," Marlena suggested. 
Sophia looked at her nineteen-year-old niece and saw only innocence in her eyes, an innocence she could not take away.
Marlena persisted. "Tell us how you lasted forty years together when I can't keep a boyfriend for six months."
The crowd laughed at Marlena's comment, and Sophia smiled weakly. How had they stayed together? Out of fear, selfishness, pride?
"It takes love and forgiveness," Vincent said, contradicting her thoughts. "Remembering that family is everything."
Family -- how often he used that word. How much he demanded of his family, and how little he gave in return. She felt anger pushing past her fear. Family hadn't meant anything thirty years ago.
"Sophia, aren't you going to say anything?" Linda asked.
Her throat tightened. She looked out at the crowd, at Linda and Frank, Tony and Michael, her sisters, all waiting expectantly for her words of wisdom and sage advice, for the lies that had always fallen so easily from her lips. She couldn't do it anymore. She couldn't speak one more untruth.
"I -- I don't know what to say," she stuttered, wondering if she really had the courage to speak what was in her heart.
"Don't you?" a voice called from the doorway.
She turned in surprise, as did the rest of the family. Although some of the guests muttered Angela's name in haunted disbelief, she knew this woman was not Angela. Her long, dark hair fell wildly down her back; her dark eyes burned with proud fire. 
She was a De Luca. And her name was Joanna.
"Don't you have something to say to me -- Mother?"
The crowd gasped at her word.
Vincent's hand tightened around Sophia's. "No," he implored.
Joanna would not be stopped. She walked through the crowd like a queen. They parted for her, fascinated, captivated, horrified.
Joanna didn't look at anyone else, not at Michael or the girls. Her gaze remained fixed on Sophia.
Finally she stopped just a few feet away.
No one spoke for a long moment.
"I do have something to say," she said finally, meeting her daughter's gaze. She could not let that challenge go unanswered.
"No, you don't." Vincent tried to pull her away, but Sophia stood straight and tall.
"You are my daughter," she said to Joanna. She heard more gasps of horror, murmurings of "It couldn't be true."
"Go on," Joanna said.
"Sophia, no," Vincent said again.
She ignored him. This time Joanna's needs had to come first. "Twenty-nine years ago I checked into the hospital under the name of another woman -- Caroline Wingate. I gave birth to a little girl. After she was born I gave her away."
Joanna took in a deep breath, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. "Why? Why did you give me away?" she asked, agony running through her voice.
"Because I had to," she murmured, seeing the pain in her daughter's eyes, a pain echoed in her own heart. "If I didn't give you up, I would lose my husband and my boys."
"I don't understand. Why would you lose them?"
For the first time, Joanna looked at Vincent. Sophia followed her gaze. Vincent's profile was etched in stone, every muscle in his body tight from the tension, the disgrace, the dishonor. He wouldn't look at them. He wouldn't look at anyone.
Joanna turned to Sophia. "He didn't want me?"
"No. Because you weren't his daughter.  I committed adultery --'
"It's a lie," Frank interrupted, his face ashen. "I remember when you were pregnant, Mama. The baby died. You said the baby died." He looked from his mother to his father. "We said prayers for her every night before we went to bed --  for my little sister who went to heaven. Don't you remember?"
Sophia's heart turned over in her chest. She hadn't wanted to hurt her son. "Your little sister didn't die. I just didn't bring her home with me.  Because Vincent wasn't her father, and he refused to have her in the house." The words of truth finally broke free of their thirty-year prison. "I had an affair with another man."
"No. No." Frank backed away, his eyes filled with horror at her confession. "I can't believe that. It's not true. Papa, tell me it's not true."
"It's true," Vincent said stoically. "Your mother broke her vows."
Frank slumped into a chair, breathing heavily, sweat beading along his forehead. Sophia looked over at Tony, whose hands shook as he raised the beer bottle to his lips -- then on to Michael, who held hands with Lily and Rose, his eyes disappointed, shocked. And Linda, sweet Linda, looked like the only one who understood.
The others in the room seemed bewildered. Carlotta's right hand pressed against her heart as if she were in pain. Aunt Tess worked her rosary beads with agitated fingers. Even Uncle Milton had woken up for the unveiling of her scarlet letter.
She couldn't blame them for judging her. She had done a terrible thing. And the person she had hurt the most now stood before her.
Joanna seemed frozen in time, her eyes still fixed on Sophia, anger and hurt tightening her face, until it was almost painful to look at her. She wanted to pull her child into her arms and hold her close against her heart. She wanted to tell Joanna how much she loved her, how much she regretted what she had done.
But she couldn't move. She could only speak, three pitiful words that could never make up for what had happened. "I am sorry," she said to Joanna. "I'm so sorry."
Two bright spots of red blazed on Joanna's cheeks, then a single tear slid down her face, followed by another.
Michael took a step in her direction. "Joanna," he said.
She shook her head, warning him back.
He stopped, but Lily and Rose let go of his hands and ran to Joanna.
"Don't cry, Joanna," Rose said. "We love you." She threw her arms around Joanna's waist. Lily did the same.
Joanna took in a ragged breath. "I know you do." She hugged them both. "Go back to Daddy."
Rose and Lily reluctantly returned to their father's side. Sophia waited breathlessly for Joanna's next words. Nothing came. Her daughter stood there, silently condemning her like everyone else in the room. She had to make her understand, "There wasn't a day that passed that I didn't think of you, Joanna, that I didn't wonder if you were all right, if you were happy, if you were lonely, if you needed me."
"Stop!" Joanna shook her head against the affirmations of love. "How could you? How could you love me and give me away? And how could you let her?" she demanded of Vincent.
"You weren't my child," he said simply.
"But I was her child." Joanna looked over at Michael. "This is the wonderful family I've heard so much about?" she said scornfully. "Well, you're welcome to them. As far as I'm concerned, I'm not a De Luca. And I'm not a Wingate." The fight left her body, like a balloon losing air. "I'm not anybody."
Sophia's heart broke in two as Joanna ran from the room.
 
* * *
 
"Joanna, wait."
Michael followed her out of the restaurant. He caught up with her in the parking lot. She shrugged his hand off her arm. She didn't want to talk to him. She didn't want to hear any more lies or explanations or words of love that didn't mean anything.
"Let me go," she cried. 
"I can't let you go," he said fiercely. "I love you."
"Everyone says they love me now. But who loved me yesterday? Who will love me tomorrow? How can I trust any of you?"
"You can trust me.  I'm not part of this, Joanna. I didn't betray you."
"You didn't want me to come here tonight. You didn't want me to confront your precious family."
"I didn't want anyone to get hurt, including you."
"You weren't thinking about me. You wanted to protect Sophia and Vincent. You knew they were involved in something that had to do with me. You knew it."  She saw the truth in his eyes. 
"I had a bad feeling," he admitted. "But you also said that bursting in on their anniversary party was a bad idea. What changed your mind?"
"The music box. Her initials were on it, just like you told me. As soon as I saw them, I knew the truth. She was my mother, and she gave me away."
He put a hand on her shoulder. "I'm so sorry, Joanna."
Her lips trembled. "Well, at least I know the truth now."
"Did you talk to your mother?"
She drew in a shaky breath, remembering that horrible scene. "She confirmed that I was adopted. She said she didn't tell me, because she didn't want to lose me."
"Has she lost you?" he asked quietly.
"What do you think?"
"I think you're angry."
"Angry?" Her voice rose to a fevered pitch. "I'm way beyond angry. I'm ..." She threw up her hands and looked up at the star-laden sky. "I'm alone," she said hopelessly. "All alone."
"I'm here, Joanna." He put his arms around her stiff body. "We can be together. You and me and Lily and Rose. We can be a family."
She shook her head. "Don't you get it, Michael? If Sophia is my mother, then Angela was my sister. My sister," she repeated. "How can I love my sister's husband?"
His face whitened, his lips drew tight. "Your sister is dead."
"I know. And I never knew her. Every time you spoke of her, I thought she was a terrible person, spoiled and selfish, and I was secretly glad that she was gone, because that meant I had a chance with you. But now, knowing that I had a sister who I will never have the chance to meet -- it kills me, Michael. I can't be with you. I can't be near this family."
"It will take time, but --"
"No, there's no more time. It's over. Everything is over." She pulled out of his embrace and took her keys out of her purse.
"We can work this out, Joanna. Don't make decisions in the heat of the moment."
"Nothing is going to change. I'm always going to be the De Luca that was given away. I'm always going to be Angela's sister." She opened her car door and slid behind the wheel.
"I'm not saying good-bye to you," he told her forcefully.  
She shut the door and locked it, silencing his protests with the roar of the engine. She couldn't stay and listen to him. She couldn't pretend that everything would be all right. It would never be all right.
 
* * *
 
He loved her. Michael realized it as soon as her car disappeared from view. He loved her more deeply, more passionately, more honestly than he'd ever loved his wife. But it was too late. He'd lost her.
He felt a tug on his coat and looked down to see Rose and Lily, huddling together, their big brown eyes wide and worried.
"It's okay." He pulled them into his arms.
Rose began to cry. Lily clung to his arm, her face buried in his chest. He didn't know what to say to them, how to explain something so unexplainable. At least they now knew why Joanna looked so much like Angela, because they were sisters -- at least half sisters. His stomach twisted into a knot. He had made love to Angela's sister. Sophia and Vincent should have told him who Joanna was the first time he'd mentioned her. They'd known all along that another woman's strong resemblance to Angela could not be a coincidence. 
He looked up as Tony approached him. 
"Is she gone?" 
"Yeah."
"Are you okay?" 
"I'm not the one whose life was just destroyed."
Tony gave him a long, measured look. "I hope that's true."  
Michael swallowed hard, not wanting to have this conversation with his kids nearby. 
"Hey, midgets," Tony said. "Uncle Louis is making ice cream sundaes in the kitchen. What do you think, want one?"
"Okay," Lily said. 
Rose hesitated, looking at her father, then her uncle. "Is Joanna coming back, Uncle Tony?
Or is she going away like Mama did?" 
The questions twisted like a knife in Michael's gut. Tony looked to him for help, but he had none to give. Joanna was angry and deeply hurt. She was a woman who believed in roots, in traditions, in family, but her roots had been yanked from the ground like errant weeds. He wasn't sure she could survive without them. 
Lily and Rose waited, watching, wondering. He had to say something fatherly and reassuring. He couldn't lie. There had been far too many lies told in the name of love.
"Joanna needs time alone right now," he said finally. "She didn't know that your mother was her sister. Something happened when she was born, and Joanna went to live with another family."
Lily and Rose turned back to their uncle. "But why didn't she live with you, Uncle Tony?" Lily asked.
"I don't know," Tony replied with a helpless shrug.
"I don't understand," Rose said. "Does that mean Joanna is not Mama?" 
Even though Rose had directed her question at Tony, Michael answered. "No, she's not your mother. She's your aunt -- Aunt Joanna."
Rose's face brightened at that thought. Lily smiled. "Aunt Joanna," they chorused, approving the relationship.
"It works for them," Tony said. "Somehow I don't think the rest of the family will accept it quite so easily. I don't want to go back in there. This whole night has been a disaster."
"Sophia needs you," Michael said. "Frank has already judged her. Angela isn't here to stand up for her. You're the only one who can do that."
"I'm not sure I can. She had an affair and gave my sister away. She broke all the rules."
"And you can't understand that?" he challenged. "You -- who was hell-bent on stealing Helen away from Joey two weeks before her wedding. You can't understand love and passion and recklessness?"
"I can't understand it in my mother."
"She's a woman, too. Let's at least hear what Sophia has to say."
As they entered the kitchen they passed several departing family members. Everyone but the immediate family had decided to go home, to leave Sophia and Vincent and their children to work things out in private.
A few muttered words of support were offered to Tony. Others avoided their eyes. Michael left the girls in the kitchen with their uncle Louis and followed Tony down the hall to the banquet room. The door was open. There were no sounds coming from within, only silence, terrible, awkward silence.
Michael stepped into the room and looked around. Half-filled glasses of champagne decorated the empty tables like lonely soldiers after a long battle. The balloons had begun to drift down from the ceiling, as if realizing the party had lost its spirit.
Frank stood next to his father in front of the makeshift bar. Each held a shot glass of whiskey in his hand. They weren't talking. They were staring at Sophia.
Sophia sat in a chair, flanked by Linda and Elena. She had aged in the past fifteen minutes. The lines around her eyes were deep and grooved. Sadness and defeat emanated from her weary posture.
He had never imagined that he would see the De Lucas like this, torn apart within the ranks.
Frank raised the shot glass to his lips and drank the whiskey, setting the glass down heavily on the table when he was finished. His face was still tight with anger and betrayal, all of it directed at his mother.
"I can't believe you would betray your husband like that," he said.
Sophia took in a breath and let it out. "It was a difficult time for us. Vincent was working long hours -- "
"I don't care how difficult it was," Frank interrupted. "You had no right to go out and have an affair. You were a married woman with children. You took vows before God."
"Hey, ease up," Tony said.
"Ease up?" Frank echoed in angry bewilderment. "Our mother had an affair. She cheated on us with another man. She gave away our sister. How can you stand there and tell me to ease up?"
"I'd like to hear what Mama has to say," Tony replied, glancing at his mother.
"Frank is right," Sophia said. "I was wrong, Tony -- Michael." She gave him an anguished look. "I made a terrible mistake. I put my own needs ahead of my children's, and I have paid for it ever since. I will never forget the moment when that nurse took my baby out of my arms." Her voice caught. "I will never forget how hard it was to say good-bye. My arms ached for hours. All I could think about was my baby. I wondered if she was hungry. My breasts were heavy with milk, but I couldn't feed my child. I couldn't hold her, comfort her, sing to her the way I'd done when I was pregnant. She was gone. My baby was gone." Sophia took a deep breath. "I felt as if someone had just ripped off my arms."
Vincent turned his back on her, resting his elbows on the bar, burying his head in his hands, as if he couldn't bear to look at her, to hear her words of pain and longing.
"That night in the hospital, I couldn't sleep," Sophia continued. "Every few minutes, I would wake up and touch my stomach, waiting for the familiar flutter of her tiny feet against my ribs. But there was no flutter. I would look for the bassinet, for the baby, but the room was empty. It was the longest night of my life -- until now. Now that I've lost her again,"
"Oh, God," Linda said, shaking her head, her eyes filling with tears. "I can't imagine what you must have gone through. To carry a baby and then give her away. How empty you must have felt."
"Maybe she deserved to feel empty, to hurt," Frank said viciously. "God was punishing you."
"God didn't punish me!" Sophia retorted, her pain turning to anger. "Your father did that for him. He was the one who forced me to give Joanna away. He was the one who insisted everything be kept secret -- for family, for honor. He made me promise to keep silent, to never speak a word of my baby, to never contact her, to never see her again. I was wrong, yes. He was wrong, too. He didn't just punish me. He punished an innocent baby."
Vincent swung around, his face lit with fury. "No more!" he shouted.
"You can't stop me from talking," Sophia said. "I made a mistake, but I'll be damned if I'll take all the blame."
Vincent closed his eyes and swayed slightly. Frank put a hand on his arm.
"Papa, are you all right?" Frank asked.
"No."
"Do you want to sit down?"
"No." Vincent opened his eyes and stared at Sophia. "I can't take anymore. I can't." He walked out of the room. After a moment Frank followed.
"Go after Frank," Sophia said to Linda. "He needs you."
"I don't think he wants me." Linda hesitated. "I tried all this time to be like you, never realizing how close I was coming to being you. Frank is driving me away, just like Vincent did to you. Isn't that what happened?"
"Don't make my mistakes, Linda. You and Frank are not Vincent and me. You are not destined to end up as we have."
"I hope not." Linda left the room.
Sophia's attention turned to Tony, to Michael. "Is there anything either of you want to ask me?"
Tony stared into his bottle. Then he lifted his head. "Why did you do it?"
"The affair or the adoption?"
"The affair."
"I was lonely. Vincent left for the restaurant at six o'clock in the morning and came home at eleven o'clock at night. We barely spoke, let alone made love. I had two small children and had gained an extra thirty pounds. I know you won't understand, but I felt ugly and unloved. When I met this man, he talked to me. He paid me compliments. I started to feel pretty again. I acted impulsively and stupidly. I never expected to get pregnant. When it happened, when your father found out, and he gave me an ultimatum -- the baby or the rest of my family."
"Did Angie know?" Tony asked as he stared intently at his beer bottle.
"No one knew, except your father and Elena." She glanced up at her sister, who replied by squeezing her shoulder. "Elena stayed with me that night in the hospital. She held my hand through the long hours of labor and cried with me when Joanna was born. Vincent stayed home with you and Frank."
"I don't remember anything about it."
"You were only three years old. Frank was seven. Frankie knew I was pregnant. He used to sit with me and put his hand on my stomach. That's why we had to tell him the baby died. That's what we told everyone."
"I don't remember anyone mentioning it."
"Because they didn't want to remind me of the pain. When I had Angela, it was all but forgotten."
"And what was Angela? Some kind of consolation prize?"
"Don't ever say that," Sophia said sharply. "I loved Angela. She was my daughter. She didn't replace the one I lost. I never expected her to."
"That's the way you treated her," Tony said. "You and Papa spoiled her rotten. You acted as if she were a gift from God."
"I thought she was, until God took her back. Sometimes I think that was my ultimate punishment. He allowed me to love another child, then snatched her away to remind me of the horrible thing I had done."
"Yeah, well, too bad he didn't take me. It would have made everyone a hell of a lot less unhappy," Tony said.
"Tony." Michael turned instinctively to his friend, but there was nothing he could say to ease the pain or anger in Tony's eyes.
"You had me in your life," Tony said bitterly. "Maybe Papa was ignoring you, but what about me and Frank.  Why weren't we enough to keep you happy?"
"You were small children," she said helplessly.  "It wasn't about you."
"Yeah, why the hell did I ever come home?" Tony set his beer bottle on the table so forcefully that it rolled off and shattered on the floor, then slammed the door on his way out of the room. 
"I'll go talk to him," Elena said.
After she left, it was just him and Sophia.  
"I guess it's your turn now, Michael," Sophia said wearily.
"You don't have to apologize to me. I'm not your kid. You never gave me anything but love. Whatever happened between you and Vincent is none of my business."
Her dark eyes met his. "I am sorry, Michael. I didn't realize you were falling in love with Joanna until tonight."
He stiffened. "That's over now."
"Are you sure?" 
"She just said good-bye." 
"She's hurt."
"Deeply," he agreed. 
"I can't blame her." 
"I can't either." 
"There may not be hope for me," Sophia said, "But I think Joanna cares about you and with time ..." 
"Time won't change the fact that she's Angela's sister."
"And you can't get past that?"
"I don't think she can. Or the rest of you."
She gave him a long look. "You deserve to be happy. So does Joanna. So do Lily and Rose.  Angela is gone. And staying away from Joanna won't change that."
"I don't know," he said, still too rattled by the night's events to think clearly.  
"If you care about her, you have to fight for her.  If I know anything about love, I know that."
He looked into Sophia's eyes. "Who was he? Who was this man who made you risk everything for a night in his arms?"
"He was very special, kind, attentive. He made me feel loved. We didn't have a long-term affair. It was only one night. Afterward we both knew that it could never happen again." 
"What was his name?" 
She hesitated. "I can't say." 
And Michael knew why she couldn't say. He wondered if anyone else had figured it out.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 

Joanna drove through the streets of San Francisco without any thought of where to go. She stopped at the red lights automatically, then let the car move with the flow of traffic. She drove past her old elementary school, past the building where her father had worked, all the old haunts, all the old memories. There were many.
She turned on the radio so she wouldn't have to think.
The songs of love only made her want to cry, and she was tired of crying.
Finally she grew so weary that she knew she had to stop, but she had nowhere to go. She couldn't go home. She couldn't go to Michael's house. She couldn't even go to Nora's, because her friend had gone away for the weekend.
She drove across town to Seacliff and pulled up in front of the dark, neglected house, standing so proud and lonely against the midnight sky. Ruby Mae had hidden herself away in this house after she'd lost her lover and her child.
Her child. The words cut through Joanna's heart, and she suddenly knew where she could find some answers -- in history, in the past, where she always ran to make sense of the present and the future.
She let herself into the house and raced up the stairs to the attic, where she had sorted out Ruby Mae's journals. She knew which one she wanted --  the one she had begun to read but stopped when it became too painful to go on, too close to her own situation. Now she knew she had to finish it. Slowly she opened the book.
 
Today I said good-bye to my little girl. It was the most difficult thing I have ever had to do. I know she will have a better life without me. What can I give her? I am a whore, a woman without conscience. I would probably end up in hell but for this one act of goodness. I pray someday she will forgive me, that she will understand the depth of my love for her. Perhaps she will read these words and know how much I loved her. Or perhaps she will read these words and still feel anger at what I did.
God gave her to me, and I gave her away. But I gave her to a good family, one without sin, without shame. They will love her. They will give her everything -- except me. I hope it will be enough.
 
Ruby Mae's daughter, Elsa, had never read her words, never wanted to know her mother. She had turned her back on Ruby Mae, dismissing her as someone of no importance, even though Ruby Mae had given Elsa life -- just as Sophia had given her life.
She understood Elsa better now. She felt the same anger and bitterness, making her want to turn away from her birth mother. But unlike Elsa she also wanted to turn away from her adoptive mother, because there had been lies on both sides.
With a sigh she closed the journal and stacked it with the others. They were part of history now.
Unfortunately her life wasn't history. She still had to deal with two mothers, both shouting their love, yet hiding behind their deceit. Two women, who thirty years ago had made a choice that changed her life forever.
Sophia said she loved her. Yet she had chosen to give her up. It wasn't as if Sophia was a whore or a woman who didn't have the means to raise a child. She had given up Joanna to save her family's reputation, sacrificing Joanna to protect Frank and Tony and Vincent.
Then there was Caroline, living a pretense, lying over and over again to protect her reputation. Caroline considered her inability to have children a personal failure, but rather than admit her shortcomings, she created her own fantasy family, never once considering the fact that Joanna might want to know something about her real parents.
She remembered her trips to various doctors over the years, when she had confidently filled in the family history given to her by Caroline. Now she knew none of it was true. What if there was a history of diabetes or heart disease or anything else in her biological family? Wouldn't it have been important for her to know that? Not to Caroline -- protecting the secret was more important than anything else.
She wondered what it would have felt like to grow up knowing she was adopted. Would she now feel so torn, so unsettled, so lost in her own identity? Would she have wondered what it would have been like to grow up with brothers and sisters? Or would she have been grateful to Caroline and Edward Wingate for their overwhelming abundance of love?
But what was love without trust, without truth? They hadn't been protecting her. They'd been protecting themselves.
Her father had carried the secret to his grave. She thought back to the last few days of his life, to the fear in his eyes. Fear of death, she had thought at the time, but now she wondered if he hadn't also been afraid of the truth. A few times he had opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind.
If he had spoken, would she have run from him? Would she have walked away in his hour of need? She hoped not, but it would have shattered their relationship, Everything would have changed. He would have died knowing of her pain instead of believing in her innocence.
Maybe it was better that it had come out now.
Still, she had her mother to deal with, and the De Lucas, not just Sophia but the rest of them. She thought about Angela -- her little sister.
Angela had had what Joanna should have had, the big, loving, passionate Italian family, the gardens and the home-cooked meals, the affectionate touches, brothers and cousins, aunts and uncles -- Michael.
She looked at the couch where she and Michael had made love. Tears filled her eyes again. She wiped them away. Turning off the light, she went downstairs. The backyard called to her. The scents of jasmine and gardenias reminded her again of Michael, of the love she'd found and lost. How could life be so cruel?
She walked to the edge of the cliff, staring down at the waves breaking on the beach. Had Ruby Mae ever considered throwing herself off this cliff, finding peace in the swirling water below, in the depths of an ocean that would keep all of her secrets?
She wouldn't kill herself. There was nothing to kill. She felt invisible. She had no history, no past, no identity. She didn't know who she was supposed to be any more -- a passionate Italian or a stoic German. She was a love child. For the first time it occurred to her that she didn't know who her father was. It wasn't Edward or Vincent. It was some other faceless man, someone who had no qualms about sleeping with a married woman -- a woman with children and a husband.
She didn't want to know who he was. She hated him already. She hated them all, not only for taking away her birthright, but for taking away Michael. To all intents and purposes, he was a De Luca. The girls were De Lucas. She had no place in their lives.
 
* * *
 
Caroline parked her car in front of the De Luca house and took a deep breath. She hadn't felt this panicked since Edward had placed a baby in her arms almost thirty years ago. She closed her eyes and remembered.
"Our child," Edward said with a big, broad smile.
"I don't understand. We just filled out the adoption papers." She stared down at the tiny baby, barely bigger than her hands. The baby's face was red, her eyes tightly closed, her tiny hands in fists as if she wasn't sure about this life she had been thrust into.
'"We got lucky," Edward said. "She's ours, Caroline -- forever."
"But..." She felt suddenly terrified. Finally she had her baby -- the child she had dreamed of for years. But what if the other mother came back? What if  Caroline started to love this child and she was taken away? She had heard of just such things happening. "Are you sure?" she asked again. "Are you sure she's really ours forever?"
"Yes."
"Her mother?"
His smile faded. "Her mother can't take care of her. She wants us to have her."
"She's beautiful," Caroline said, her heart jilting with tenderness and love. "The most perfect baby I've ever seen."
"Yes. Beautiful."
"Do we have to sign something?"
"I've taken care of everything, Caroline. All you have to do is love her."
"I already do." She looked into his face. "As I love you." She paused. "I know things have been -- "
He shook his head. "Don't say anything, Caroline. Let's just think of our future together -- with our child."
"I can't believe she's mine." Her arms tightened around her baby. "I don't think I'll ever be able to let her out of my sight."
"You won't have to."
"What will we say if she asks about her real parents?"
"She won't ask," Edward said. "As far as she will know, we are her real parents."
Caroline nodded. It was the way she wanted it, too. They didn't know anyone in the city. In a few months she would write her old friends and tell them she'd had a baby. No one would ever know differently.
She started as the baby began to cry. She lifted the baby to her chest and patted her on the back. The baby continued to cry, so she stood up and walked around the room, but it didn't help. Her fear returned. What if this baby didn't like her? What if she wanted her real mother? "I can't do this," she said, panicked.
Edward smiled reassuringly. "Just love her, Caroline."
"She won't stop crying."
"Maybe this will help." He pulled a music box out of the shopping bag he held in his hand. He set it on the table and lifted the lid. A lovely melody began to play. Caroline swayed to the music. After a moment the baby's cries softened and she fell asleep.
"Where did you get that?" Caroline asked. "It's magic."
"Yes, it's magic," he said softly. "And love." He put his arms around her and the baby. "From now on we will have nothing but love in our lives."
And she knew she would love him forever for giving her this baby.
They had named her Joanna. They had raised her together for thirty years. Now her real mother wanted her back, just as Caroline had feared.
Caroline got out of the car and walked up the steps to the house. She rang the bell and waited. Finally she heard footsteps. Her body tensed as she thought of what she would say.
Only one sentence rang through her mind: I want my daughter back.
The door opened. A woman stood in front of her. She had dark pepper gray hair. Her face was streaked with tears, her eyes red and swollen, but she looked like Joanna. She was the nameless, faceless woman of all those years ago -- the woman Edward swore would never bother them again.
"Sophia De Luca?" Caroline asked.
The woman nodded.
"I'm -- "
"I know who you are."
"Is Joanna here?
"No one's here. No one but me. And now you." Sophia stepped back. "You might as well come in."
She took a deep breath and entered the house. She immediately hated the fact that it was warm and cozy, lovingly decorated. It even smelled of freshly baked cookies. She could still remember Joanna coming home from school one day and asking why there were never cookies cooling on the counter, like the other kids had. Of course, she had then made it a point to bake cookies or at least buy the kind from the store that you could slice and bake. She had always wanted to be the best mother in the world. In fact, that's all she had ever wanted.
Sophia sat down on the sofa in the living room. She took a chair across the room. There were family photographs everywhere, on the small end tables, on the mantel over the fireplace. This woman had a husband and other children. She didn't deserve Joanna, too. Especially since she'd given her up.
She wondered why for the very first time. She had never allowed herself to speculate, never wanted to delve past the surface, afraid of what she would find. She still wasn't sure she wanted to know; she just wanted Joanna back.
"Did you see Joanna tonight?" she asked.
"Yes. She knows the truth." Sophia met her eyes. "She knows I'm her mother."
Her mother. Caroline felt as if she'd been kicked in the gut. Then her temper flared. This woman was not Joanna's mother. She didn't care how many hours of labor Sophia had gone through. She'd missed the next twenty-nine years. She had no claim on Joanna, none.
"I am her mother," she said. "Don't you ever use that word again."
Sophia didn't even flinch. "I am her mother, too."
"You gave her away."
"I had my reasons."
"And what were those reasons exactly?" She held her breath. Oh, God, she'd actually asked. She hadn't meant to ask.
"Didn't your husband tell you?" Sophia's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "All these years, and he never said?"
"He told me that Joanna's parents couldn't take care of her."
"You didn't ask why?"
"I didn't care why. I wanted a baby, and I got one."
"It was that simple?"
"No, it wasn't simple at all. I'm the one who took care of Joanna. I' m the one who got up in the middle of the night with her. I wiped away her tears when she was sad. I held her when she was sick. I taught her algebra. I sat in the car while she learned how to drive. I am her mother."
Sophia's eyes blazed. "You didn't carry her in your womb. You didn't labor with her. You didn't give her life."
"Just because you gave her life doesn't give you any claim to her now. How dare you come back and mess up Joanna's life. You had your chance to be a mother, and you walked away. Now you have second thoughts. Well, to hell with you." She stood up. "I want my daughter. Where is she?"
"I don't know. And just for the record, I didn't go to her. She came to me. She wanted to know the truth, and I gave it to her."
"Your version of it, I'm sure."
"You had plenty of time to tell her whatever you wanted. It's not my fault that you didn't."
"You must know where she is. She didn't come home. She must be here -- or with that man. Where does he live? What's his address?"
"She's not with Michael either. I think she's alone -- all alone." Sophia stared down at the floor for a moment, then lifted her gaze back to hers. "You should have seen her face. She looked as if someone had driven a stake through her heart. I never wanted to cause her so much pain. Believe me, I never wanted that."
"I hate you," she said, feeling an intense, overwhelming sense of anger and pain. "I hate you for taking her away from me."
Sophia's head came up proudly. "I hate you, too. For having her all those years with her. For being able to love her when I couldn't."
"I'm her mother," she cried again.
"So am I."
"You can't have her."
"Maybe neither of us can.  You should have told her the truth a long time ago."
"She'll come back to me," she said, but she left the house, she had a terrible feeling that Joanna might never come back. 
 
* * *
 
Michael turned on the light in the twins' bedroom and watched with a heavy heart as Rose and Lily unbuttoned their party dresses. When Rose's battle to undo the buttons turned into an angry, tearful struggle, Michael knelt down and covered her shaky little hands with his. Then he finished the job.
"It will be okay," he said, although he wondered how many times he would have to say it before either of them believed him. "You'll see Joanna again." At least he hoped they would.
He helped Rose pull the dress over her head. He hung it up in the closet as she pulled her nightgown out of the drawer and put it on. Lily had already changed without any help from him. She was always the independent one, too proud to ask for anything, even at the tender age of six.
"Okay, let's get your teeth brushed." He tried to sound cheerful and upbeat. It didn't ring true. The house was so quiet, lonely, empty. It reminded him of when Angela died, that first night he and the girls had spent alone. He never thought he'd be reliving it.
As Lily and Rose went into the bathroom, he sat down on Rose's bed and picked up Peter Panda Bear. He remembered the first day Joanna had come to the house, the first time she'd seen Angela's picture, the first moment he'd felt an undeniable attraction to her.
Joanna was Angela's sister -- but despite their resemblance, they were very different from each other.  Maybe they would have been more similar if they had been raised in the same family. Or maybe they would have been exactly as they were. Genetics or environment -- he wondered which played the stronger role. Not that it mattered.
Angela was gone. And Joanna -- he hoped to God she wasn't gone, too.
He stood up as the girls returned to the room. Rose's pigtails were falling out of their rubber bands, so he gently pulled them out of her hair, careful not to tangle the strands with his clumsy fingers. He remembered the first time he'd tried to do her hair, her cries of pain, her silent, proud winces. Now he could do it without hurting her. At least he'd accomplished something in the past year. He tossed the rubber bands on the nightstand. "Let's get into bed."
He held the covers for Rose as she slipped into bed. He placed Peter Panda Bear carefully within her arms and pulled the covers up to her chin. He kissed her on the forehead, then kissed Peter Panda Bear, as he did every night. "Sleep tight," he whispered. She didn't smile tonight. She looked sad, the way she'd looked a year ago, when her mother hadn't come home to tuck her in.
He turned away from her sad eyes and walked over to Lily's bed. She lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling as if somehow she would find the answer there. He tucked the covers around her body and kissed her cheek. "Good night, honey. Sleep well."
He paused at the door. "I'll be here for you, girls. I'll always love you. I promise."
They didn't reply. They wanted their mother. They wanted Joanna. All they had was him.
He flipped off the light and walked into the hall. He paused, deliberately leaving the door open. He wanted to know what they were thinking. In fact, he was desperate to know.
"I want Mama," Lily said.
His heart stopped at the anguish in her voice.
"I want Joanna," Rose said.
He couldn't bear to hear anymore. So he left. He went down the hall to his bedroom, and as he lay down on the soft bed, he wished he was on the hard ground, under the stars, holding the woman he loved in his arms. 
 
* * *
 
"Joanna isn't coming back," Lily told her sister.
"Maybe she's with Mama now. Maybe she went to find her."
Lily suddenly sat up in bed. "Maybe we should go find her, too."
"We don't know where she is."
"I bet she went to visit that man with the boat."
"I don't like him. He's scary," Rose said. "He grabbed Mama and made her kiss him, remember? I don't want to see him."
"We have to do something."
"We could ask Mariah." Rose knew she had to stop her sister before she did something crazy.
"Okay." Lily picked up the wizard and brought it over to Rose's bed. She set it down between them and rubbed her hand across the top of the crystal ball. The light flashed.
Rose felt a spark of hope. Maybe Mariah could help. She was the one who had found Joanna in the first place.
Lily focused her eyes on the wizard. "We need your help, Mariah. Joanna ran away and we have to find her. Do you know where she is?"
Rose held her breath as it seemed to take forever for the wizard to speak.
"When you're lonely as can be, you'll find your comfort at the sea."
"The ocean," Lily proclaimed. "Joanna is with Mama and that man with the boat."
"How can we find her, Mariah?" she asked. "We don't know where the boat is."
"When your friend is no longer sad and blue, she'll come looking just for you," Mariah said.
"Huh?" Lily asked as Mariah went dark. She picked up the wizard and shook her, but the light wouldn't come back on.
"Maybe Mariah is broken," she said.
"Yeah, maybe she's just a stupid toy after all."
"Joanna won't look for us. We're not even missing," she said with a sigh.
Lily's eyes lit up. "We could be."
"What do you mean?" Rose asked nervously.
"We could go find Mama, and maybe Joanna would look for us, like she did when we lost Peter Panda Bear."
"We're not allowed to cross the street by ourselves."
"We'll be careful. We'll look both ways before we cross, just like Daddy says."
She sent her sister a doubtful look. "Daddy will be mad."
"I don't care. He made Mama go away, and now he's made Joanna leave, too." Lily crossed her arms in front of her chest.
"Do you think it was his fault?" 
"It has to be."
She looked out the window. "It's awfully dark. Do we have to go now?"
"No, we'll go in the morning, before Daddy wakes up. The ocean is only a couple of blocks away. We should have gone a long time ago."
"There was that park, remember?" she said. "We played on the swings while Mommy and that man talked."
"I remember. I think we can find it again," Lily said. "We have to try."
"Okay." She lay back in her bed and closed her eyes. She could see Joanna's smiling face. Everything would be all right in the morning. As soon as they found Joanna.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 

Tony woke up late on Sunday morning. He'd tried to drink himself into oblivion, but whiskey had only dulled the pain, not taken it away. Now he had a headache to match his heartache. He crawled out of bed and stumbled up the companionway, blinking against the blinding sunlight.
It was too bright. He preferred the shadowy darkness of evening, when mistakes were easier to hide. He blinked again as he realized someone was sitting on deck. It was his brother, Frank, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, not looking at all like a successful restaurateur, but more like a brother,
"You sure do sleep late," Frank said as Tony sat down on the bench across from him.
"How long have you been here?"
"A couple of hours." He waved his hand toward an empty bottle of Jack Daniel's. "Judging by that, I figured you were out for the count."
"Yeah, well, I was celebrating our parents' fortieth wedding anniversary. What a joke that turned out to be."
Frank didn't smile. "I almost wish I could sail away. You don't need an extra hand, do you?"
Tony raised an eyebrow. "You? Run away? That doesn't sound like my big brother. What about the restaurant? Your wife? Your kids?"
"What about them? The restaurant has always been Papa's. Linda and I aren't getting along, and I barely know my own kids. Of course, it appears that I don't know my parents either."
He stared out at the water, the sailboats, the seagulls diving into the water, searching for breakfast. He understood how Frank felt. The family he'd loved, the parents he'd believed in, had let him down. His father's talk of loyalty to family now seemed like bullshit. How could a man force his wife to give away her child, even if the child wasn't his? He didn't understand how Vincent could have let Sophia go through such a terrible experience. She was a born mother; she lived for her children. Yet Vincent, who proclaimed to love her, had literally ripped the baby out of her arms and turned her over to another. It hadn't made sense last night, and it didn't make sense now.
"I still can't believe Mama had an affair," Frank said.
"I have a hard time believing she even had sex, much less that she was getting it from someone other than her husband. She always seemed so saintly, above all that. I wonder who it was. I wonder if it was someone Papa knew. No, he probably would have killed the guy, and I don't remember anyone dying unexpectedly."
Frank shrugged. "I don't know why he didn't leave her,"
"He didn't want to break up the family. De Lucas don't divorce," he said, repeating one of his father's favorite sayings. "They just give away inconvenient, illegitimate children." He paused. "Last night you put all the blame on Mama, but it was Papa's fault, too. And the person who got hurt the most is Joanna."
"She seems to have had a good enough life," Frank said.
"How do you know that?"
"She looked all right."
"I thought she looked like hell, and why wouldn't she? How would you feel if you suddenly found out you were adopted?"
"I feel that way now. Nothing is what I thought. And Linda -- she seems almost relieved to know that Sophia had an affair. I don't understand her either."
"Maybe Linda thinks she has a better chance of getting put on a pedestal now that Mama has fallen off hers. I know you don't want my advice, but you're going to get it anyway. Linda needs some attention. You'd better start worrying less about Mama and Papa and more about your own family."
Normally Frank would have snapped back at him, cut him down with harsh words. This morning he didn't say anything; he just stared at the water. "When are you leaving?" he asked finally.
"Tomorrow." He looked toward the Golden Gate Bridge in the distance -- the gateway to freedom, a new life.
"When will you be back?"
"I don't know. I guess when I find what I'm looking for."
"And what is that?"
"Hell if I know," he said with a grin.
Frank smiled. "You're a little shit, you know that?"
"What does that make you, a big shit?"
"Probably."
"Are you going to stay and work in the restaurant, do what you've been doing?" 
"I think so. I don't really know how to do anything else. Or maybe ..."
"Maybe what?"
"I'd like to have my own place. I never considered it a possibility, because Papa set such store by De Luca's, carrying on the family name, the traditions. But our family is falling apart. Angie's gone. You'll be gone by tomorrow. Mama and Papa -- I don't see how they can stay together."
"You're forgetting someone."
"Michael? He's not really family."
"Joanna. Our half sister."
Frank shook his head. "I don't think I can see her."
"It's not her fault. She didn't break up the family. Mama and Papa did that on their own."
"She was the end result, and she looks so much like Angie."
"Yeah. Angie's probably shaking her head in amazement right now, wherever she is. God, I miss her."
"I miss her, too. I miss everything. I want to turn back the clock and start over. But I can't."
"None of us can. Even though Mama and Papa apparently thought they could. They kept this secret a long time. It might not have ever come out if Michael hadn't taken the girls to that school, hadn't stumbled across Joanna the way he did. We'd still be oblivious,"
"I would have preferred that. If Mama and Papa aren't who I thought, then who am I -- who are you?"
"You are the father of four great kids -- and you have a terrific wife. Don't make the same mistakes Papa did. Don't put your pride before your family. Go home, Frank."
Frank stood up. "You're right."
"I am?" he asked in amazement.
His brother laughed. "Seems to be a week for firsts. If I don't see you before you go..." He shrugged his shoulders somewhat awkwardly. "Have a good trip. And come back someday, okay? I know we're not close, but we're brothers. I -- I love you," Frank grabbed Tony by the shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks, then walked away.
He needed another shot of whiskey after that good-bye. Somehow, after last night's disastrous party, he'd been elevated from obnoxious pest to beloved brother. He searched out the bottle of whiskey and found a few drops left in the bottom. He raised it to the sky. "I hope you're in peace, Angie, because the rest of us sure as hell aren't."
 
* * *
 
Sophia knew she would find her husband at De Luca's. He wouldn't want to see her, but she needed to see him. The restaurant didn't open until five on Sundays; it was only ten. She doubted anyone else would be in yet.
When she entered the restaurant she saw Vincent sitting at one of the booths, a cup of black coffee in front of him, the newspaper unopened. It was their booth, the table where they had sat for their first date when Vincent's father had owned the restaurant, when she had dreamed of a future with the handsome young Italian, who in turn had dreamed of running the restaurant, making it the most successful in San Francisco. Vincent had done that, but they had all paid a price for his ambition.
She walked over to the table and sat down. Thirty years ago she had thought the trouble was behind her, finished. But this day had loomed inevitably. Seeing her daughter again had always been her favorite dream, but she had known she couldn't have daughter without revisiting the past, without reliving the pleasure and the pain. They always came together, as did roses and thorns, love and hate.
"Forty years," Vincent said heavily. He raised his coffee cup. "Happy anniversary."
"Do you want me to leave?" she asked.
He looked into her eyes, not giving anything away. "Do you want to leave?"
"I don't know." She had lived with this man, loved him, cherished him, cheated on him, hated him; she had experienced every emotion with Vincent. They had shared a lifetime together -- for better or worse, in sickness and in health, until death do us part. Did the vows matter anymore? Did anything matter?
"We've been through so much, Sophia." His words echoed her thoughts. "Last year we buried a daughter together. We have other children to consider, grandchildren." He circled his finger around the top of his cup. "I shouldn't have made you give her up. I knew it hurt you. At the time I wanted to hurt you."
"I know you did."
"I didn't mean to hurt her," he said gruffly. "I never thought of her as anything but a nameless, faceless baby, until I saw her last night and realized she was you. I gave away a part of you." He closed his eyes for a moment, then reopened them. "I didn't think of her that way then. Whenever I saw your rounded stomach, I thought of him kissing you, loving you. Sometimes I wished you hadn't told me about the affair."
"I had to. We hadn't made love in three months. The baby couldn't have been yours." She took a deep breath. "I was lonely, Vincent. You were busy with the restaurant. When I'd visit you at night, it always seemed you were in the middle of a party, telling stories, drinking wine, laughing. And you'd flirt with the women who sat at the bar, who came alone to dine."
"It didn't mean anything."
"It meant something to me. I was home alone every night with the children. I yearned for conversation with another adult. I wanted passion and friendship and love."
"And you found all that with him?" Vincent asked, playing with the rubber band on the newspaper.
"No. What I found with him was another lonely soul. We met at the bookstore. We both reached for the same book at the same time. It was a book of poetry. I'd never met a man who liked poetry. We talked about the book, and when he asked me to have a cup of coffee at the restaurant next door, I said yes. The next thing I knew we were making plans to meet again, then one night we made love. We knew it was wrong. But that one night, that one foolish night, changed everyone's life. I know I said it before, Vincent, but I am sorry it ever happened, so very sorry." She took a deep breath, battling with her emotions. One act of love had betrayed years of commitment. She wished she could take it back, but she couldn't.
Vincent's dark gaze settled on her face. "I need to know something -- did you ever see him again?"
"No, never, not even a glimpse."
"Do you love me at all, Sophia?" 
"I'm still married to you."
"That isn't what I asked you." He covered her hand with his. "Do you love me?"
Her eyes watered. Did she love this man who had brought out the best and the worst in her? Who had paid back her sin with one of his own? Who had been a good father to three children, but a terrible father to one? Could she give him a yes or a no? Was it that simple? Maybe it was. Maybe sixty years of living had made it just that simple. "Yes. I love you."
The tension in his face eased as he nodded his head. "Good. Very good."
"Do you love me?"
"Yes."
"In spite of everything?"
"Maybe because of everything." He paused, studying her with his dark eyes. "It is not the infatuation of our youth or the love that we knew as young adults. It is a love that comes from living together, supporting each other, sharing grief, sharing joy. I wouldn't know what to do without you."
She nodded, understanding him completely for perhaps the first time in their long marriage. "The rest of the family expects us to go our separate ways."
"I am the head of this family. I still make the decisions."
She smiled at the arrogance returning to his tone. He would be all right. They would be all right. Somehow Frank and Tony would be all right. It was Joanna she worried about.
"There is one thing," Sophia said.  "Can you accept Joanna?"
"As your daughter? I can try."
It was enough -- a beginning. 
The front door to the restaurant burst open, and Michael ran in. His hair was a mess. His T-shirt hung loosely over his jeans. Panic raced through his eyes as he glanced around the room. "Are they here? Please, God, tell me they're here."
"Who?" Sophia asked.
"Lily and Rose. They've run away. They're looking for their mother and Joanna, and God only knows where they've gone."
"Are you sure they're not just hiding in the house?" she asked.
"I looked everywhere, in every closet, under every bed. They're gone. I heard them talking last night about how much they missed their mother and Joanna. I don't know if they still think Joanna is their mother, or if they think Joanna and Angela are together somewhere. I have to find them."
"Calm down, we'll find them," Vincent said as he stood up. "I'll call Frank and Linda."
"And Louis and Rico," Sophia added. "And send someone over to get Tony." She put a hand on Michael's arm. "It will be all right; we'll find them. They can't have gone far."
"It's Angie all over again," he said abruptly. "I went home and found her gone. I waited for her to come back, but she never did. She disappeared. I never said good-bye. I never said I'm sorry. And God, I was sorry, you know. I didn't want her to die."
"I know you didn't. It wasn't your fault, Michael. We never thought it was."
"The girls blame me."
"They're children.  They don't know anything."
Where are they?" he muttered. "Where are they?"
"We'll find them," Sophia said. "Did you call Joanna?"
"I tried. She didn't answer." 
"Then go get her."
He hesitated.  "After everything --"
"She'll come, Michael. She loves your children. And I think there's a good possibility she loves you, too."
* * * 
 
Joanna opened the door to her mother's apartment. Normally she would have called out, "Mom, I'm home," but the words were no longer true. Caroline wasn't her mother, and she wasn't home.
She walked down the hall to her bedroom.
The door was open. Caroline was sitting on Joanna's bed, her arms wrapped around the pillow. She had been crying. Her makeup was smeared, her hair tangled, her clothes wrinkled. She hadn't looked this upset since Edward died.
When she saw Joanna in the doorway, she let out a sigh of relief. "Joanna, thank God, you're all right."
"I'm not all right."
Caroline's arms tightened around the pillow. "I'm sorry about everything."
"It's too late. Mother. I mean Caroline." Her voice came out cold and bitter. She couldn't help herself. If she weakened, if she let the anger go, she would start crying again, and she was tired of crying, of railing against what was already done.
Caroline's eyes turned bleak as she considered Joanna's words. "That's it? I'm no longer your mother? After everything we've been through together? Being a mother is about more than giving birth. I changed your diapers. I helped you learn to walk. I pulled your teeth out when they got so wiggly you were afraid you'd swallow them."
"I don't want to hear this."
"That's too bad, because I want you to hear it. I want you to remember." Caroline's voice grew stronger as she tossed the pillow aside. "I taught you how to ride a bike. I bandaged your knees when you fell. I held you in my arms when you cried. Everything I had to give, I gave you."
"You didn't give me the truth!"
"I gave you thirty years of nurturing and care, worrying about you, loving you -- it means nothing to you?"              
She couldn't dispute the logic of her mother's statement, only the heart of it. Love and lies didn't go together. There had to be trust. If not, there was nothing. She walked over to the dresser and picked up the music box. She lifted the lid and watched the tiny ballet dancer do a pirouette.
"This was hers," she said softly.
"How do you know that?"
"Her initials are on the bottom. Michael told me Sophia gave all her children a music box on the day they were born, with the inscription -- to my son or daughter with love. That's how I knew."
Her mother didn't reply, and Joanna let the music play for another minute before it became too painful to bear. She snapped the lid shut, cutting off the music. When she turned back to her mother, she saw her charm bracelet in Caroline's hand, and the floodgates to the past opened again.
"We bought you a charm every time we went somewhere, remember?" Caroline asked. "The unicorn came from Disneyland, the oyster from Sea World, the skier from Aspen, and the theater mask from New York City." She smiled wistfully as she twirled the bracelet, letting the tiny gold pieces sparkle in the light. "We had a lot of fun together."
Yes, they'd had fun. Her parents had given her the world. They'd treated her like a princess instead of a daughter, but she couldn't let go of the hurt. "You lied to me over and over again. That's all I can remember now. Everything else is hazy in comparison. When I think of all the times we talked about our family, all the stories you told that weren't true, I feel sick to my stomach."
"The stories were true. They happened to our family."
"To your family, not to mine. I wish you had told me the truth, let me decide for myself what I wanted to know, what I wanted to do."
"I was protecting you, the way I always did. I wanted to keep you safe and happy."
"Well, here's a news flash. I'm not happy."
"Do you think you could have had a better life with her?"
"I never had the chance to find out."
"She didn't want you to find out," Caroline said, her voice no longer quietly pleading, but angry. "Your biological mother gave you away. She might have brought you into this world and given you a music box, but after that she abandoned you. If you want to hate someone, don't you think you should hate her?"
"I do hate her. I hate both of you. And since I'm almost thirty years old, I don't need a mother anymore. In fact, I'd probably be better off without one." She opened the top drawer of her dresser and pulled out some clothes, tossing them onto the bed. When she was done with that drawer, she moved on to the next.
"What are you doing?" Caroline asked.
"I'm moving out."
"Where are you going?"
"To a hotel for tonight. Then I'll find an apartment or a house, something that's mine. Something that has land and trees and flowers."
"I could help you look."
"I don't want your help."
Caroline stood up. She walked over to Joanna and put a hand on her arm. The warmth of her touch was too familiar, too painful, and she pulled her arm away. She didn't want to remember all the times she'd crept into her mother's lap to watch a movie, snuggled with her parents under the big quilt on their bed, or given them a hug or a kiss. They hadn't been a tremendously affectionate family, but they had loved one another. At least she thought they had.
"I love you, Joanna. You can't change that. You can't drive me away with your anger. I'm your mother, no matter how much you wish I weren't."
"You can't excuse what you did in the name of love. If you truly loved me, you would have told me the truth." She paused, her glance catching once again on the music box. "What I can't understand is why Dad went along with you."
"It was his idea."
"I'll never believe that. You were the possessive one. You horned in on every party I ever had. You even followed me to my senior prom."
"I was the chaperon."
"Most chaperons don't dance with their daughters' dates."
"I was trying to be cool," Caroline said.  "My mother was none of those things. She was a slow-moving matron. She embarrassed me with her tacky clothes and her old-fashioned views. I wanted you to have a mother who fit in, who was fun."
"Why was fitting in so damn important to you?" she asked in bewilderment.
"Because I never fit in. When I was a child I had asthma. I couldn't run or play games with the other children. My mother sewed all my clothes, gingham dresses that made me look like a poor orphan. We weren't poor, but she refused to buy anything from the store. And every afternoon when I came home from school, she'd insist that I help her with the housework and the cooking. Lord, I hated to cook."
"Why didn't you tell me this before?"
"It didn't seem important."
"That's why you never wanted to cook or garden or work around the house."
"No, because that's all I did as a child. I had few friends growing up. Everyone else seemed prettier than me, smarter, nicer. When I finally got married I thought the lonely times were over, but when I couldn't get pregnant, everything came back, the insecurity, the sense of failure. Once again I'd come up lacking." She paused. "Then one day your father brought home a baby girl. I couldn't believe it. We'd only begun looking into the possibility of adoption. When he put you in my arms, I couldn't believe you were mine. In fact, I was afraid someone would take you away, but Edward promised me that wouldn't happen. He said no one would know you weren't our real child. I liked that idea. I wanted us to be a normal family. I was afraid that if you knew I wasn't your real mother, someday you would want her instead of me."
Caroline's words explained her possessiveness, her overwhelming presence in Joanna's activities. 
"Your father had the birth certificate in his pocket when he came home that day," she continued. "I don't know how he did it. I didn't want to know. It made everything neat and clean."
"What did you burn the other night?" Joanna asked.
"Letters. I never read them. I knew they were from her to you."
"Letters from my mother?" Her stomach turned over. 
"Yes. Edward told me they were there in case you wanted to know anything after we were both gone. Once he died, I was afraid you'd find them, that you'd leave me right then. I couldn't take that chance, so I burned them."
Silence followed her blunt statement. Long minutes of painful, deafening silence. Joanna looked around her bedroom, at the stuffed animals on the bed left over from childhood, the lingering posters of rock stars from her youth, the casual pants and vests from her academic life hanging in the closet. She had gone through a lot of changes in this room, but none so great as those she had gone through in the past two days.
Caroline held out her hands to Joanna in a helpless, apologetic gesture. "I'm sorry. If I have to apologize to you every morning and every night of my life, I will do it, because that's how sorry I am."
"Sorry doesn't mean anything to me right now."
"Maybe it will when you've had time to think about it. Nobody did anything to hurt you. We wanted you to have the best life you could have. If we hadn't taken you, God only knows where you might have ended up."
"What about my real father? Do you know who he was?"
"Your real father?" Caroline asked in confusion. "Wasn't that Sophia's husband?"
"No, she said she had an affair." Joanna's heart sped up as she looked into her mother's eyes. Their thoughts turned in the same direction at the same time, colliding in a mutual gasp of disbelief.
"Oh, my God." Caroline put a hand to her heart.
Joanna shivered. Goose bumps ran down her arms and legs as once again she was confronted with the unthinkable. Her father -- and Sophia?
Caroline wrapped her arms around her body. "It couldn't have been him. Edward wouldn't have had an affair."
Up until a week ago she would have agreed with her. Now she wasn't so sure. "If he was my real father, then he wasn't lying to me," she said slowly. "It makes sense. Sophia didn't give her baby away to a stranger. She gave her baby to the real father."
"Which makes me the only imposter," Caroline said bitterly. "No wonder Edward kept the secret. If he'd told you the truth, you might have gone looking for Sophia, You might have found out about them." She drew in a long, shuddering breath. "I thought he was protecting me, but he was protecting himself, and he was protecting her." Caroline paced around the room. "No, I can't believe this. I won't believe it. Not until I know for sure."
"You can always ask Sophia. She seems to be in a talkative mood these days."
The doorbell rang and they both started.
"I don't want to see anyone," Caroline said. "Don't answer it."
Joanna didn't want to see anyone either, but the bell rang again and again and again. Finally she got to her feet and went to the front door. She flipped the button on the intercom. "Yes?"
"Joanna."
Michael. She closed her eyes at the sudden wave of longing.
"Joanna," he said more urgently. "I need your help."
"I can't talk to you right now."
"The girls are missing. They've gone to find you."
"What? I'm right here."
"They left this morning. I called the police, but I need your help."
"I'll be right down."
She almost tripped over her mother as she turned around.
"What's wrong now?" Caroline asked.
"Lily and Rose, Michael's children, have run away. They're trying to find me. It's all my fault. I shouldn't have taken off without saying good-bye to them. If anything happens I'll never forgive myself."
"I'll go with you." Caroline picked up her purse.
"You can't."
"Why can't I?"
"Because you're not part of this. You're not my mother. You're not a De Luca. You don't even know Lily and Rose."
Caroline stared back at her steadily. "I love you. That makes me part of it."
'I don't want you involved."
"Tough. You're not getting rid of me that easily."
"Aren't you afraid to see the De Lucas -- to meet Sophia?" Joanna tried one last argument. The last thing she needed was a confrontation between her two mothers.
"I've already met her," Caroline said, surprising her again.
"When?"
"Last night, when I went to look for you."
She suddenly had a million more questions to ask, but no time in which to ask them. "I have to go. I can't do this now."
"Then let's go."
What the hell, Joanna decided. She might as well let Sophia and Caroline battle it out. They were the ones who'd started it in the first place.



Chapter Twenty-Five

 
Lily squeezed Rose's hand as they approached the busy street by the harbor. "We did it. We found the boats. Let's go."
"We have to wait until the little man starts to walk," Rose said. "Remember, Daddy says you always wait for the little man."
They waited another minute or two. Finally the light turned green, and the little man came up on the screen. They ran across the street as fast as they could. Rose was relieved to make it to the other side. She had worried about what they were doing, but now that she could see the boats, she felt better. "Where's the park?"
Lily stood on tiptoes and looked around. "I don't see it. Maybe we'll find it if we keep going."
They walked along the sidewalk, heading toward the grassy area that her dad called the Marina Greens, They'd flown kites there one day in the spring. She loved flying kites with her dad. He made them go really high. In fact, she loved her dad a lot. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes, she couldn't even remember her mother. Especially since they'd met Joanna. She wished Joanna wasn't sad. Maybe they could make her feel better if they could find her. Maybe Joanna and Mama were together, like she and Lily were together. That's the way sisters were supposed to be.
"There sure are a lot of boats," Lily said. "Do you remember what that man's boat looked like?"
"I think it was red. Or maybe blue. Definitely not white," Rose said.
"It had some flags, I think."
"And the side of the boat had a lady's name on it."
Lily crinkled up her nose. "Ashley."
"Or Amber." Rose started to worry again. How were they going to find their mother? Or Joanna? There were so many boats. "I'm getting hungry," she said.
Lily stopped and opened her backpack. "Do you want some peanut butter crackers?"
"Okay."
"We'll have a picnic on the grass."
"Where?"
"Over there by that family. We'll pretend we're with them so no strangers will come and talk to us."
Strangers -- she had forgotten about that.  They weren't supposed to talk to strangers or cross the street by themselves or leave the house. Daddy was going to be really mad.
 
* * *
 
Joanna walked into De Luca's with trepidation. Everyone was there -- all the people she had faced the night before. And now her adoptive mother was with her, too.  Caroline Wingate, an ash blonde in a sea of brunettes, returned each stare with one of her own. Joanna had never seen her mother appear so tough, so resolute. She couldn't help but feel a twinge of pride at her bravado.
"This is ..." Joanna stopped, not sure how to introduce Caroline any more. She certainly couldn't call her "Mother" in front of Sophia. "This is Caroline Wingate."
Caroline looked disappointed at her introduction, but she didn't say anything. She simply nodded as various De Luca family members said hello.
Joanna could feel the tension in the room, anger and resentment boiling beneath the surface. She was surprised to see Sophia and Vincent together, or the other members of the family for that matter. She was not the only one to suffer from lies; her half brothers had also suffered, and as she looked from Frank to Tony, she realized that she wanted to get to know them. No matter what happened with Sophia and Vincent and Caroline, she wanted to know the two men who shared at least half her blood. That is, if they were willing to get to know her. But that would have to wait until later. Right now, they needed to find the children.
Vincent rapped out orders like a drill sergeant. "The police are conducting their own search, but we know this city as well as they do. Tony will look down by the docks. Frank will check out this block and the next, all the shops and restaurants where the girls like to go. Linda and Sophia will take the playground." 
Michael looked at Joanna. "Where do you think we should go?"
"The Seacliff house and the school to start."
"Will you come with me?" His gaze met hers, and she knew there was more behind his statement than a simple invitation to join the search. She couldn't say no, not even if it meant spending more time with him, not even if it meant falling more deeply in love with him. He needed her. That was all that mattered.
"Yes. I'll come with you."
"Louis and I will check out the neighborhood around our house," Vincent continued. "Rico will stay here and answer the phone. Everybody else spread out and start looking."
"I'd like to help, too." Caroline stepped forward. Vincent and Sophia stared back at her without speaking. She turned to Michael. "What can I do?"
He hesitated a moment and then said, "You could stay at my house in case the girls come home.  We'll drop you off there on the way to the school."
"Whatever you want," she said.  
The three of them didn't speak on the way to Michael's house. Joanna had no words and apparently for the moment her mother didn't either. When they reached Michael's house he let Caroline inside, then returned to the car.
As he slipped the key into the ignition, Joanna put her hand over his. He looked at her with his heart in his eyes. "We'll find them," she said reassuringly.
He nodded. "I know we will. Thanks for coming."
"You couldn't have stopped me. I love those little girls."
"They love you, too." He started the car and drove quickly to the school.
The yard was empty. Joanna unlocked the door to the school and they searched the classrooms even thought it was unlikely the girls could have gotten inside.
"They're not here," Michael said in frustration as they took one last look around Joanna's classroom. "I thought they might be here since this is where they found you."
She felt sick at his words. This was her fault. If she hadn't gone to the party last night, if she hadn't run out on the children, they wouldn't be missing.
They were only six years old. How could they survive in the big city? She thought of all the things they didn't know how to do. She thought about how little they were. She thought about how scared Rose got when she heard a ghost story.


    
      
        Joanna impulsively put her arms around Michael's waist and hugged him. Whatever comfort, whatever strength she could give him was his to take as he needed. "I'm sorry, Michael," she whispered. "I shouldn't have gone to the party last night. I should have taken care of everything in private."
      

      
        "It's not your fault. You had every right to confront Sophia the way you did. You were right about the De Lucas -- all the lies, the deceit -- it's no wonder the girls ran away. They don't know who to trust, least of all their father."
      

      
        "Now, that I don't believe," she said firmly. "I've spent a week with Lily and Rose, and they love you and trust you, even if they can't say it."
      

      
        "I want to believe you, but people keep leaving me, dammit. First my mother, then Angela, the girls ..."
      

      
        "Shhh." She put a finger over his lips. "The girls haven't left you."
      

      
        "You're leaving, too, as soon as we find the girls." His eyes dared her to refute his statement.
      

      
        The pain in his eyes bothered her. None of this was his fault. "You didn't do anything wrong, Michael, but you're a De Luca."
      

      
        "My name is Ashton."
      

      
        "But your heart is De Luca. You love Sophia. And you loved Angela."
      

      
        "That doesn't mean I can't love you, too." He drew in a breath. "But we'll talk about this later -- after we find Lily and Rose. Because I'm not going to just let you go, Joanna."
      

      
        They returned to the car and drove across town to the Seacliff house. It was also empty. She was somewhat relieved the kids weren't there. She couldn't imagine how they would have gotten so far on foot. They checked in with Caroline several times during the day, then proceeded to double-check the playgrounds and the neighboring houses, occasionally running into various members of the De Luca family as they did so. Michael checked in with the police several times, but Lily and Rose were still nowhere to be found.  
      

      
        It was past six o'clock when they returned to De Luca's. The restaurant was open for business, so Michael and Joanna bypassed the main dining room and headed toward the back room where the family was gathered.
      

      
        Sophia came over immediately, her dark eyes worried. "Did you find them?"
      

      
        "No," Michael replied through tight, tense lips. "Excuse me, I have to speak to Vincent for a moment."
      

      
        Sophia glanced at Joanna. "Do you want something to eat or drink?"
      

      
        Joanna shook her head. She still found it hard to look Sophia in the eye. It was difficult to believe this woman had given birth to her, this woman with dark eyes, dark hair, and olive skin. She seemed like a stranger, yet she didn't.
      

      
        "Are you all right?" Sophia asked.
      

      
        "I have no idea." Joanna folded her arms across her chest, feeling defensive. "So much has happened so fast."
      

      
        "Did you speak to your -- your mother?" Sophia seemed to have a hard time getting the word out.
      

      
        "Yes." Joanna paused, knowing she had to ask Sophia one last question. "You had an affair with my father, didn't you?"
      

      
        Sophia sucked in a quick breath of air at her abrupt question. "Who told you that?"
      

      
        "It wasn't difficult to figure out."
      

      
        "I cared about your father, Joanna. We were friends. We would see each other when he came to the city on business. One night we made a huge mistake."
      

      
        "Great, I was a mistake," she said bitterly.
      

      
        "Not you. Our act was a mistake. We were married to other people. We didn't have the right to be together. We both knew it. It was one impulsive moment borne out of loneliness."
      

      
        "That was it? One night?"
      

      
        "Yes. I didn't see him again for almost a month and then I had to tell him that I was pregnant."
      

      
        "That must have been quite a shock."
      

      
        "It was. You see I knew how long he and his wife had been trying to have a baby. It was the only part of the decision that made sense to me. I knew he would take care of you, love you. He did love you, didn't he?"
      

      
        Tears gathered in Joanna's eyes, but she blinked them away. "Yes, very much, and my mother did, too. But that doesn't excuse you for giving me up, or them for the lies they told."
      

      
        "No, of course it doesn't." Sophia's eyes filled with a sad longing. "But I'm glad you were raised by good people and that they treated you well. You're a beautiful young woman, Joanna. You would make any mother proud to have you as a daughter."
      

      
        Joanna turned away. She couldn't take any more, not now. It was too soon. She walked over to the bar and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher. As she took a sip she saw Sophia go over to Michael. They exchanged a few words, then Sophia hugged him as a mother would hug a son. It was easy to see the love between the De Lucas and Michael. How could she take Michael away from this family? He needed them.  
      

      
        Michael walked over to her. "I'm going back out."
      

      
        "We've been everywhere."
      

      
        "I know, but I can't stay here. I'll just drive up and down the streets until I find them."
      

      
        Before he could move, Tony walked through the door, his face grim, his eyes bleak. In his hand was a bear.
      

      
        "Oh, no," Joanna whispered. "Peter Panda Bear."
      

      
        Michael grabbed it out of Tony's hand. "Where did you get this?"
      

      
        "I found it on the grass in the middle of the Marina Greens."
      

      
        "Rose wouldn't have left her bear behind." Michael twisted the fur between his fingers. "Something's happened to them." His eyes filled with fear as he looked at Joanna. "I can't lose my kids. God help me, I can't lose them."
      

      
        "At least we know they were down by the marina," Joanna said. "Why would they go there? Did Angela take them to see the boats?"
      

      
        "I don't know. Maybe."
      

      
        "She was on a boat when she died. Would she have taken them to that boat?"
      

      
        "She could have. I don't know," he shouted. "I never knew what the hell she did."
      

      
        "Marco Picchetti," Tony interrupted. "Angela mentioned Marco had a new boat. That she'd taken the girls to see it."
      

      
        "Does this Marco have a black mustache?" Joanna asked, remembering the girls' story.
      

      
        "Yeah, he does." "He was at her funeral," Michael said. "Do you know where his boat is, Tony?"
      

      
        "If it's anywhere in this city, I can find it."
      

      
         
      

      
        * * *
      

      
         
      

      
        "I'm scared. I want Peter Panda Bear. I want Daddy. I want Joanna." Rose sobbed as Lily dragged her along the dock.
      

      
        "We're trying to find them," Lily said.
      

      
        "We're never going to find them. We're never going to see them again." She stopped walking and stomped her foot. "I want to go home now."
      

      
        "We can't."
      

      
        "Why not?"
      

      
        "Because I don't know how to get home," Lily admitted.
      

      
        "I knew it. We're lost, and it's getting dark. I don't like it when it's dark."
      

      
        "I'll hold your hand. It will be okay."
      

      
        "Mama's dead," she said.
      

      
        Lily's eyes widened. "Don't say that."
      

      
        "It's true. She's dead, and she's in heaven, and she's never coming back."
      

      
        "But she promised."
      

      
        "I want Daddy. I want to talk to him."
      

      
        "You can't."
      

      
        "Yes, I can!" Rose cried. "She's not coming back, Lily. Even if we tell Daddy about the man with the mustache, it won't matter."
      

      
        "She promised," Lily repeated, starting to cry. "She promised."
      

      
        Rose put her arms around her sister and hugged her. This time she had to be the big sister, the strong one. "It will be okay, Lily, Joanna will find us. Mariah said so."
      

      
         
      

      
        * * *
      

      
         
      

      
        "We've been to every boat on every dock. Where the hell are they?" Michael asked, completely at his wits' end.
      

      
        "Come on, man. Don't lose faith now," Tony said. 
      

      
        "Faith?" Michael laughed harshly. "Faith in what? Happy endings? I haven't had one yet."
      

      
        Joanna slid her arms around Michael's waist and pulled him close to her. He buried his face in her hair, and she could hear his ragged gasps for air. She didn't say a word. She just let her quiet calm soothe away his fears.
      

      
        When she stepped back, she saw Tony watching them. His face was a mixture of emotions -- sadness, bewilderment, and acceptance.
      

      
        "You're not her at all," he muttered. "You're not even close."
      

      
        Joanna didn't know if that was good or bad, but it didn't matter anymore. She couldn't change who she was. They would just have to get used to her.
      

      
        "Let's go back to the house," Joanna suggested. 
      

      
        "Your mother would have called if they'd come back."
      

      
        "Maybe there's some clue we missed," she said desperately.  
      

      
        "Fine, it's worth a try," he grumbled. 
      

      
        When they returned to the house, Caroline met them in the entryway, her eyes anxious, as if she really cared, Joanna thought. Maybe she did care. Caroline loved children, even those that weren't hers. Joanna's stomach clenched at the reminder.
      

      
        "They're not here?" Joanna asked.
      

      
        "No," she said. "I was hoping you'd found them."
      

      
        Joanna glanced at Michael and Tony, who were staring at the picture over the fireplace, a portrait of the twins taken when they were three years old. They were dressed in matching pink frilly dresses with pink bows in their hair. Lily had her arms around Rose, her expression a picture of pure delight. Rose looked into the camera warily, as if she were afraid it might reach out and grab her.
      

      
        "They're so little," Michael said softly.
      

      
        "They're tough," Tony replied.
      

      
        Joanna went to stand next to them. She laced her fingers through Michael's. "They're also together. That has to be worth something. Let's go through their room."
      

      
        A few minutes later, Michael said, "There's nothing here," as he slammed the last drawer shut.
      

      
        Joanna stared at the crystal ball on the nightstand. It glittered in the light, calling her closer. She couldn't help but respond. The wizard inside was beautiful, dazzling. She looked almost real. Joanna felt her heart skip a beat. Mariah, Magic. Was it possible?
      

      
        "How does this work?" Joanna asked Michael.
      

      
        "What?"
      

      
        "The wizard."
      

      
        "I don't know. I don't have time to figure it out."
      

      
        "Michael, we have to try."
      

      
        He stared at her incredulously. "You think that wizard will tell you where the girls are? It's a toy."
      

      
        "The girls believe in her. They told me she sent them to me."
      

      
        "I sent them to you. I picked up the phone and called the school."
      

      
        "But how did you come to call that school on that day?"
      

      
        "There was a list on the table. The nanny left me a list." He thought back to the fire, to the paper, to the beer that had spilled across it. Was it possible? No. He didn't believe in magic, but he couldn't help looking at Mariah.
      

      
        "Oh, what the hell," he said, striding forward. He picked up the ball. "Do you know where Lily and Rose are, Mariah? Can you help us find them?"
      

      
        Nothing happened.
      

      
        He ran his hand across the top of the globe. A light flashed in his eye.
      

      
        "Where the saints meet the sea, the girls will find thee," Mariah said, "Don't be rash and leave too fast; it's best to check everywhere, even the trash."
      

      
        "What the hell does that mean?"
      

      
        Tony spoke from the doorway. "The St. Francis Yacht Club."
      

      
        Michael looked at Joanna. "I can't believe I'm listening to a toy wizard. I don't believe in this stuff."
      

      
        "You used to," Tony said. "Remember that fortune-teller at the fair?"
      

      
        "Her fortunes never came true,"
      

      
        Joanna smiled at Michael, at the emotions warring on his face. "Sometimes you have to believe in the impossible," she said. "No matter what the odds."
      

      
        His eyes met hers, and slowly he nodded. 
      

      

    

  
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Rose and Lily ran toward the large white building as the footsteps grew closer, as the sound echoed in the night. Lily stumbled, and the backpack flew out of her hand as she fell to her knees. She let out a cry of distress. Rose helped Lily to her feet as the big man came around the corner of the dock.
"He's coming." She grabbed Lily's hand and pulled her along.
"Wait, I have to get the backpack."
"We don't have time."
The man started to whistle, and Rose ran faster, pulling Lily along beside her. His shadow reached out for them like the shadows on their bedroom ceiling. They raced toward the big building in front of them, but the lights were off and the doors were locked. They ran around the side of the building, looking for a place to hide. There was a blue trash bin at the far end. It was the only thing between them and the water.
"Let's hide behind that." Lily grabbed Rose's hand and pulled her behind the Dumpster. There wasn't much room, just enough for two tiny bodies to squeeze in. They backed up against the far wall and held each other tight.
Rose heard the footsteps coming closer, the whistle getting louder. He was coming after them, the big man, the stranger. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed that Mama or Daddy or Joanna would come and save them.
Lily's head pressed against hers, and Rose felt Lily's body shake with fear. Her sister -- her brave sister was scared, too. The footsteps stopped in front of the trash. Something was wrong, He was supposed to keep walking. He wasn't supposed to find them.
Rose took in a trembling breath as she felt the Dumpster rock and shake above them. For a moment she thought he was pushing it against the wall, trying to squish them. Then she realized he was throwing something into the trash.
He began to whistle again. His footsteps started out loud, then grew faint as he walked away. He hadn't been chasing them after all.
Rose let out a breath. Lily lifted her head. They stared at each other for a long moment.
"He's gone," Lily said.
She nodded somewhat shakily. "Let's stay here until it's morning. I don't want to go out there again. It's too scary."
"Okay." Lily leaned against the wall. "I'm hungry"
She shivered as a breeze blew through the space between the Dumpster and the wall."Do you think Daddy made Joanna go away?" she asked after a moment.
"It was just like when Mama left. They shouted at each other, and she started to cry. Remember?"
"Yes," Rose said slowly. "Then Daddy went out and Mama went upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom."
"When she came out she was all dressed up."
"Like she was going to a party."
"She looked as pretty as Joanna did last night."
Rose struggled to remember what Joanna was wearing the night before. It was a really pretty black dress. Her mother had worn something blue, or was it purple? She couldn't remember and started to panic. "I don't remember, Lily. What was the color of Mama's dress?"
 
"Pink." Lily tilted her head. "Maybe it was red."
"Sometimes I can't remember what Mama looks like anymore, I mean, she looked like Joanna, didn't she?" A long silence fell between them. Rose laced her fingers together. "Lily?"
"What?"
"I want to break our promise."
"You can't." But Lily didn't sound as sure as she had before.
"I don't miss Mama anymore," she confessed, feeling better once she said it. She took in a deep breath. "I miss Daddy. I miss talking to him."
Lily swallowed hard. "Me, too."
"Do you think he still loves us?"
"He has to; he's our daddy."
"Do you think he'll find us?"
"Yes."
"He was sad last night," Rose said. "I think he was sorry Joanna cried. I wish Joanna could be our mama."
"Me, too," Lily whispered.
 
* * *
 
As soon as Michael pulled his car into a parking space at the St. Francis Yacht Club, Tony and Joanna jumped out. The three of them ran along the fence by the boats, calling out for Lily and Rose.
"They're not here," Michael said.
"They have to be. We've looked everywhere else in this city," Joanna said.
Tony stared at the water. "It's like the last time. We kept looking for Angela, but she never came up."
Michael grabbed Tony by the arms and shook him. "The girls are not dead. They're not."
"I know. I know," Tony said, shrugging out of Michael's tight grip. "You're right. It's not the same."
"Let's check out the building," Joanna said. "Maybe they went inside to find someone to help them."
But the building was closed. The doors were locked. The lights were off. Michael pounded on the door anyway.
Joanna didn't try to stop him. He needed to let out his anger and frustration. The long day had taken its toll. She could see it in the weary lines of his face, the droop of his shoulders. His confidence and courage had dwindled down to nothing.
"If something happens to them, it will be my fault," he said heavily. "I should have let someone else take them after Angela died. That's what one of the doctors suggested. They could have had a woman's influence, a stable family life."
"Michael, you're a great father," she said.
"The best," Tony added.
"Where could they be? It's as if they vanished."
"They're midgets. It's easy for them to hide."
Midgets. Joanna smiled as Tony tried to lighten the mood. She liked this guy, her half brother. He wasn't like the other De Lucas, so serious and proud. He had a spark, a humor, a passion. She could see why he and Michael were friends, and if Angela had been anything like Tony, perhaps she could understand the draw there, too.
She turned away from the men and wandered down the driveway that led around to the back of the club. She tripped over something at her feet -- a forest green mini backpack, the kind the girls used. She picked it up and ran back to the men. "They were here."
Michael took the backpack out of her hand and pressed it to his chest, right next to Peter Panda Bear. Joanna's heart broke at the sight of his children's things in his arms, when all he really wanted was his children.
"They must be close," Tony said. "What exactly did that wizard tell you to do?"
"I don't remember," Michael said. "Something about the saints and the sea. I don't know."
"Don't be rash. Don't leave without looking in the trash," Joanna said.
"Where would they keep the trash?" Michael asked.
"A dumpster," Tony said.
"Behind the building, maybe," Joanna added.
Michael took off at a dead run, Tony following. Joanna ran after them, hoping beyond hope that the girls were close by. She didn't think Michael could take having his hopes dashed one more time.
There was a large dumpster behind the back door of the club. They stopped in front of it.
"Lily, Rose!" Michael called. "Where are you?"
Joanna's heart turned over as two small figures flew out from behind the dumpster. Their shorts were dirty, their tennis shoes scuffed, their hair tangly messes, but they were the prettiest sight she'd seen in a long time.
Michael fell to his knees, opening his arms to the girls.
They ran into his embrace. "Oh, God. You're all right. You're all right," he muttered, showering kisses over their small faces. "I love you so much."
Rose and Lily stared into his face with somber eyes. They glanced at each other, then back at him.
Rose's lips trembled. Lily cleared her throat. Joanna held her breath.
"We love you, too," they said together, a stunning chorus that broke the dam of emotion.
"I can't believe it," he said in amazement. "You're talking to me."
He squeezed them tight, and when he let go Joanna saw tears on his cheeks. He gazed over their heads at her, and for the first time all day she saw a gleam of hope.
"I'm sorry. Daddy," Rose said. "We didn't mean to make you sad. We promised Mama we wouldn't talk to you until she came back."
"She said if you found out she went to see the man with the black mustache, she wouldn't be able to come home," Lily finished. "But even though we kept our promise, she still didn't come home."
It made such perfect, simplistic sense, Joanna realized. Having spent a week with six-year-olds, she now had a better understanding of the way their minds worked. Lily and Rose had taken their mother's words to heart. If you talk to your father, I can't come back.
"Your mother didn't come home because she died," Michael said. "It wasn't because of your promise. It wasn't because of the man with the mustache. Your mom died in a storm. It was an accident. It wasn't anybody's fault."
"I wish she could have come back," Rose said.
"I do, too," Michael replied, hugging them again as if he couldn't get close enough.
She took a step back, his unguarded words cutting deeply. He was still in love with Angela. He wished she could come back. She felt an arm come around her shoulder and turned her head in surprise.
"For them," Tony said quietly. "He wishes she could have come back for them."
"How do you know that?" 
"Because he's in love with you."
"How do you know that?" she repeated.
He smiled. "Because he's my best friend. We've been through a lifetime together."
"She was your sister."
"So apparently are you. I loved Angie, but she's not here anymore, and you are. If Michael loves you, it's okay by me."
"That's pretty generous of you."
He shrugged, offering her his trademark grin. "I'm a nice guy."
"And modest, too."
"Yeah. So, Sis, do you know any good-looking girls who want to sail around the world with a really nice guy?"
"Not a one. Sorry."
"Maybe I should ask Mariah."
"Maybe you should."
Michael stood up, his arms filled with children, his eyes filled with happiness. "Let's go home," he said. "All of us."
 
* * *
 
Caroline picked up a photograph of Angela from the mantel in the living room and studied it closely. She'd had plenty of time during the day to explore the house, and she'd done just that, snooping unashamedly, wanting to know more about the man who seemed to be in love with her daughter.
Michael had won dozens of basketball trophies and judging by the paperbacks in his bedroom, he was a reader. She also knew he ordered a lot of pizza and Chinese food, because those delivery numbers were taped above every phone extension. A man after her own heart, she thought with a smile. Then her smile faded. He wasn't after her heart; he was after her daughter's.
She was afraid for Joanna, afraid that her daughter would only be filling another woman's shoes. She wanted Joanna to have a grand, passionate love, one that belonged only to her. Could this Michael Ashton truly love Joanna, or was he simply attracted to the image of his wife?
Maybe she just didn't want to believe in their love, because if Joanna and Michael got together, then Joanna would become even closer to the De Lucas. There might not be room for her in Joanna's life, and Caroline couldn't stand the thought of going through the next twenty years alone.
"Oh, Edward. How could you do this to me?" she asked. She set the photo back on the mantel and walked over to the window. Deep down in her heart, she knew Edward was Joanna's real father. She'd always known it.
He'd been unhappy with her for months before Joanna came along. They'd fought over everything, battling the little things so they wouldn't have to think about the big thing -- their lack of a baby. Although they constantly had sex, because she desperately wanted to conceive, they'd lost their teasing playfulness, their passion for each other. Sex had become a job, a commitment.
She didn't want to believe he had turned to someone else, but she wasn't stupid. He'd brought Joanna home. He'd given her the birth certificate and assured her there was no record of adoption.
Of course there was no record. He hadn't needed one -- not when he was taking his own child home, but not to her real mother, only to his wife.
The front door opened and Caroline whirled around, expecting to see Michael and Joanna. Sophia stood in the hallway. Sophia De Luca, the woman who had stolen her husband but given her a child, the woman she wanted to hate, but it wasn't that simple.
"They're not back?" Sophia asked.
"No."
"We need to talk."
"Yes, we do," Caroline agreed. She took a deep breath, then plunged ahead. "Edward was Joanna's real father, wasn't he?"
Sophia nodded slowly. "It was only one time."
"Oh, God." Caroline put a hand to her heart as once again her fears were realized. Edward and this woman had made love.
"I thought he might have told you once -- once he gave you my -- the baby." Sophia's words thickened with emotion, and she looked weak, so weak that she had to sit down on the chair by the door.
"I didn't want to know," Caroline admitted.
"I wanted to keep Joanna, but I had to choose between her and my family. I had no education, no job. I couldn't lose my family. I would have been nothing without them."
She saw herself in Sophia's eyes, heard her own fear in Sophia's voice. She didn't want to relate to this woman. She didn't want to understand her. "I burned your letters," she said abruptly. "Joanna never saw them and she never will."
"I probably would have done the same thing," Sophia admitted. "To protect my child."
"Yes, that's why I did it." This woman understood what Joanna did not. Perhaps because both Caroline and Sophia were mothers in every meaning of the word.
"I'm grateful to you for taking care of Joanna, for loving her as if she were your own," Sophia said. "It takes a special woman to do that. I said I hated you before, but I don't."
"I don't hate you for giving up Joanna, because if you hadn't, I never would have had a baby." Caroline's eyes narrowed. "But I may never forgive you for sleeping with my husband."
Silence fell between them.
"I want a chance to know Joanna," Sophia said after a moment. "If you'll allow it."
"It's not up to me." In that moment Caroline truly let go. All the secrets were out. Joanna would have to decide for herself what came next.
A car door slammed outside. Caroline and Sophia looked at each other, then rushed to the door.
Joanna carried Rose in her arms, while Michael carried Lily, Tony was left to follow with Peter Panda Bear and the green backpack.
When Joanna saw Caroline and Sophia together, she instinctively stopped. "Who's that lady?" Rose asked.
"She's -- she's my mother," Joanna said with a sigh. "I'll explain everything to you later, okay?"
"Okay." Rose jumped out of Joanna's arms and ran to her grandmother. "We got lost, Grandma."
"And we had to hide behind a big trash can, and we thought this man was chasing us, but he really wasn't," Lily added as she joined her sister.
Sophia smiled at them. "It sounds like you have lots of stories to tell me, but you worried your father a great deal. I hope you told him how sorry you are."
Lily and Rose ran back to their dad. "We're sorry. Daddy."
Sophia's mouth dropped open in surprise. "Oh, my."
Michael looked at Sophia. "Everything's okay. It's finally okay."
Joanna smiled. Michael hadn't just found the girls, they'd found him. Father and children reunited. She thought her heart might break with the simple beauty of their embrace.
"We knew Joanna would find us," Lily said to her grandmother. "Mariah said so."
"Mariah. Yes, I knew she would bring us all back together," Sophia said.
"You did?" Joanna asked.
Sophia nodded. "I asked her to bring my daughter home. I hoped one day I would be reunited with my child -- with you, Joanna."
Reunited. Joanna swallowed hard as she looked from Sophia to Caroline.
Tony cleared his throat. "You know, I have a few questions to ask Mariah."
"Like what?" Michael asked.
"Like where to find a pretty woman who wants to take a long sail." He turned to the girls. "Why don't we go upstairs, and you can tell me how to turn her on?"
"She doesn't have a switch, Uncle Tony," Lily said. "She's magic."
"That will make it easy."
The room grew quiet after Tony and the girls left. Joanna looked at the woman who had fed her, bathed her, sung to her, and watched every event in her life. Caroline Wingate, for all her lies and all her flaws, was her mother, and she loved her. Whether they could ever recapture the close relationship they had once had would have to be determined.
She turned to Sophia De Luca next, to the woman who had carried her in her womb, labored to give her life, then given her away to her father. She didn't know how she felt about Sophia, or about the idea of Sophia and her father together. Perhaps in time she would figure it out.
A little distance, a little history, would bring clarity, she thought.
"You can stay here tonight, Joanna," Michael said.
"Or you can come home," Caroline offered.
"You could even come to my house," Sophia interjected.
Three offers. Three people who said they loved her. Three choices to make. Three impossible choices.
"Thank you, all of you. Tonight I think I'll stay in a hotel. Maybe the Stratton -- before they tear it down."
Michael gave her a concerned look. "Are you sure?"
"I can't be with any of you right now. It's too much, too fast. I need time to work things out."
"Joanna." Caroline considered her with the calm steadiness that was endearingly familiar. "Whatever you want to do, I'll support you."
"Thank you."
"If you would prefer not to see me, I will also understand," Sophia said. "I'm just happy that I finally got a chance to meet you." She smiled through teary eyes. "It's enough to know that you're all right."
Joanna walked to the door with Michael at her side. "Will you call me a cab?"
"I'll drive you."
"No. Stay with the girls. Talk to them, listen to them," she said with a smile, touching his face in a tender gesture. "This is your time together. I'll wait outside for my cab."
"You can wait in here."
"It's a little crowded," she said, tipping her head toward Sophia and Caroline, who were still standing in the living room.
"All right. I'll let you go now, but I'm not saying good-bye to you. I'm not letting you go, and I can be very persistent when I want to be."
"I've noticed."
"You taught me to believe again." 
"In magic?" she asked with a whimsical smile.
'In you. In love. This is a new beginning for all of us."
 
* * *
 
Three days later Tony lifted a bottle of beer to his lips and offered up a silent prayer of thanks that everything had worked out for his family, Michael and the girls were on speaking terms. In fact, Michael could barely get a word in edgewise now that the girls had decided to share every moment of their lives with him. Frank and Linda had made plans to go away for the weekend, and Sophia and Vincent were baby-sitting Frank and Linda's children -- together.
As for Joanna, Tony had spent most of Monday with his half sister, taking her sailing and out to lunch. After about five minutes in her company, he'd stopped comparing her to Angie, because there really was no comparison. They were two very different women, and he was proud to call both of them sister.
His hair blew in the wind as he sailed past Alcatraz and under the Golden Gate Bridge. He was leaving San Francisco behind him. Ahead of him was the rest of his life, whatever he chose to make of it. He'd decided not to sail back to the Caribbean. It was too far away. He could be free down the coast in Santa Barbara or even farther south in Newport Beach, but still close enough to see his family.
Freedom was no longer a distant spot on the map, but a state of mind.
The joy stayed with him as he maneuvered the boat out of the bay. Afternoon turned into dusk, and once he reached the Pacific Ocean the solitude of the water brought even more peace. The only thing missing was someone to share the sunset with.
Not even Mariah could give him that. When he'd jokingly asked the wizard how to find a good woman, she had muttered something about finding true love in a closet. True love. He believed in that about as much as he believed in wizards in crystal balls.
He took another sip of his beer, then started abruptly as he heard a crash come from below, followed by angry mutterings and a dozen swear words. Before he could move, Kathleen Shannon appeared at the top of the companionway. Her face was red and flushed, her hair a brilliant fury of tangles.
"What the hell are you doing here?" he demanded.
"I'm hitching a ride."
"Excuse me?"
"You owed me one, remember?"
"For what?"
"For letting you sweet-talk that blonde."
Tony frowned. "That doesn't mean you can stow away on my boat."
"I had to get out of town."
"Why?"
"I'd love to tell you, but I think I'm going to throw up."
"Not on my new boat, you're not."
Kathleen ran to the stern and leaned over the side, taking big, gulping breaths of air.
"Are you all right?" Tony asked as he set the boat on automatic and walked over to her.
"It was hot in that closet."
Closet? He groaned, remembering the reckless wish he'd made with a wizard just a few days earlier. Mariah, what have you done to me? I didn't mean this woman.
"Yes, it was the only place to hide," she said.
"What am I going to do with you? We're in the middle of the ocean."
"I know. That's why I waited as long as I could, so you wouldn't be able to take me back," Kathleen explained. "I'm not looking for a joyride, Tony. I need to get out of town."
He looked at her thoughtfully. "Are you in trouble?"
"Yes."
"What happened?"
"My ex-boyfriend ran up a stack of debts in Vegas. He maxed out all my credit cards. That's why I was working double shifts at the restaurant, trying to pay everything off. Now it turns out he used me for collateral on a loan. Two very scary men broke down my door last night. They gave me twenty-four hours to come up with twenty thousand dollars."
"And you don't have that kind of cash lying around?"
"Of course not."
"Where's your boyfriend?"
"Ex-boyfriend," she corrected. "He's in L.A., I think. I have to find him before they find me. That's why I didn't take a plane or a bus; I thought they'd follow me." She paused. "I just need a ride down the coast. You said you were heading that way. If you take me as far as L.A., I promise I'll never bother you again. Will you help me?"
Help this outspoken, gorgeous woman who had two loan sharks chasing her and a gambling addict using her as collateral? He had to be crazy to even consider it. Then he looked into her beautiful blue eyes and threw caution to the wind. "Oh, hell, why not."
 
* * *
 
A new beginning --  Joanna felt a sense of hope as she pulled her car in front of the Seacliff house early Wednesday evening. After spending three days considering her options, she had made some decisions. She wanted to get to know the De Lucas, including Sophia. She'd already forged a tenuous relationship with Tony and hoped that Frank would be willing to meet her halfway. She also wanted to keep her relationship with her mother intact -- with a few changes. They would respect each other's time and privacy. She would not be her mother's crutch, but she would be her daughter.
As she turned off the engine, she thought about her father. He would approve of her choices, she thought confidently, especially her decision on how to spend the money he had left her. He had told her to save it for her future. Her future was starting today, with this house.
Checking her watch, she got out of the car. She had scheduled an appointment to meet with Jeremy Gladstone. His real-estate agent had assured her the house was still available. Apparently Michael's client had changed her mind about making an offer, saying something about her architect not liking the idea of tearing down a piece of San Francisco history.
She smiled to herself. She hadn't seen Michael since Sunday night, but she'd thought of him often. He'd called her hotel a few times, but she hadn't returned his calls, wanting to give them both some time to figure things out. He'd gone along with her obvious need for space by asking Marlena to pick up the girls from school, thereby saving her from any awkward meetings with Sophia or himself. As for the girls, they acted as if nothing had changed -- the innocence of youth.
A car pulled up behind hers. Startled, she glanced into the rearview mirror. Apparently Michael had decided she'd had enough space. She got out of the car and waited on the sidewalk, her heart quickening as Michael stepped out of the car, looking strong and handsome in his finely cut suit. Lily and Rose tumbled out of the backseat, big smiles beaming across their small faces.
"What are you doing here?" she asked. "I was expecting Mr. Gladstone."
"I know. He told me."
"When did you speak to him?"
"This afternoon. You see, I was talking to Mariah about you, and -- " 
"You were talking to Mariah?" she asked in astonishment.
"I needed some advice. She is a wizard." He paused. "By the way, did you know that there is no battery compartment in that crystal ball? There are no openings anywhere, no motor, no prerecorded tape, nothing. I cannot find any reasonable explanation for why she talks."
"Except that she's magic."
He nodded. "Magic, right. I asked her how to keep you in my life, and she said, 'Home is where the heart is.' "
"Which definitely sounds like a prerecorded message to me."
"Yes, but Mariah was right. So I called Mr. Gladstone's real-estate agent and told him I had the crazy idea that I might want to buy this house. Of course, when I heard the price I knew it was impossible."
"I see."
"I don't think so," he said with a grin. "The house would be a struggle for any one person to maintain, but two people -- two equal partners -- could manage it pretty easily."
"So you found yourself a partner?"
"Not yet, but I'm hoping."
"You said this house was too old, that it would take too much work to fix it up," she reminded him.
"I changed my mind."
"You can't."
"Why can't I?" he challenged.
"Because you're a modern man and this is an old- fashioned house."
Michael smiled at her. "This is a family house, and I'm a family man. I've got two kids. All I need is a wife -- and a partner."
"And all we need is a mommy," Lily and Rose chorused, tired of being left out of the conversation.
She couldn't stop the feeling of anticipation that crept up from her toes, drawing goose bumps along every inch of her body. "Do you have someone in mind?"
"As a matter of fact, I do." Michael put his arms around her waist and gazed into her eyes. "I love you, Joanna Wingate. I love the way your nose crinkles when you laugh. I love the fact that you like digging through dusty archives. I know we'll fight about architecture and old buildings versus new buildings, old socks versus new socks, but we won't fight about the important things, because they're the same for both of us."
Joanna's lips trembled with emotion. "I love you, too, Michael, but what about my mother and Sophia?"
"I don't care who your mother is. The only one I care about is you." He looked into her eyes. "If you would prefer not to see Sophia, then the girls and I will see her on our own."
"That would be awkward."
"Awkward I can handle. It's losing you I can't contemplate."
"We've only known each other a week."
"I knew Angela for years before we got married. It was still a mistake. It's not the time that matters, but the love." His hands tightened around her waist. "If you want to buy this house on your own, that's fine. We'll take things as slow as you want. But someday I'd like us to live here together."
"Then you better throw your money in the pot," she said with a smile. "Especially if you're talking equal partners."
"You mean it?"
"Yes."
"I know bloodlines are important to you, but -- "
She stopped him with a brief shake of her head. "I realized on Sunday when everyone pulled together to find the girls that family wasn't about blood at all. I have a lot of people who love me, a lot of people who want me in their lives. If that isn't family, I don't know what is."
Michael gave her a loving kiss.
"Ooh, they're kissing," Lily said with a giggle as she and Rose tried to slip between them.
"That's right, girls. You better get used to it, because I intend to do it every day and every night for the rest of my life," Michael said. "Now, shall we go inside and take a look at our new home?"
She shook her head. Michael's confident smile faded. "Why not?"
"We have a small problem," she said.
"What's that?"
"Lily and Rose tied our shoelaces together."
He looked down at their shoes and laughed. "You thought the Wingates and the De Lucas were a little crazy. Wait until you get to know the Ashtons. Welcome to the family, Joanna. You're now one of us."
 
# # #
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Chapter One
 
"I want to meet my Dad." 12-year-old Danny stood in the doorway to the kitchen, his blond hair tousled from sleep, his eyes drowsy but determined.
The glass of orange juice slipped from Jenny's fingers and crashed to the floor. "Your father?"
"I want to talk to him, Mom."
"Danny -- "
"I want to ask him if he ever played shortstop. I want to know how tall he was when he was my age. I want to know when he started to shave." A curl fell down over Danny's right eye, and he flipped it back off his face in disgust. "I want to know if his hair is straight now."
"Danny, please." Jenny shook her head in despair. "We've talked about this before. I know it's difficult for you to understand that a man might not want to have a child. Maybe when you're older  ..."
"I'm old enough. I'm his kid. He should know me."
Danny stuck out his chin in a show of stubbornness that was exactly like his father -- if he only knew it. A sudden pain cut across Jenny's heart.
She walked over to the counter, giving herself time to think. The toaster popped up two slices of wheat bread. She buttered them, set them on a plate, and returned to the table with a pleading smile. "Eat your breakfast. We'll talk about this after school."
"You won't have time after school. You'll be at work. You're always at work."
"I'm sorry, but I do the best I can, Danny. I think you could be a little more understanding."
"Rob's mother stays home all day. And his dad is taking him camping this weekend," Danny said, throwing out a challenge that was impossible to beat.
"Are you deliberately trying to make me feel guilty? I'm doing my best. What do you want me to say?"
"Nothing. Forget it." Danny slid out of his chair.
"Aren't you going to eat?"
"I'm not hungry."
Jenny sighed as Danny left the room. She hated to disappoint him, but lately that's all she seemed to do. Working eight hours a day at McDougal's Market, trying to build a jewelry-making business on the side, then keeping up with the house, the cooking, and the cleaning didn't leave much time for play.
Picking up a sponge, she cleaned up the mess on the floor and packed Danny's lunch. When she went into the living room, Danny was stuffing his homework into his backpack with an expression so woebegone he looked more like six than twelve.
His drooping mouth caught at Jenny's heart. It reminded her of simpler times, when Danny hadn't thought beyond his next cookie. He was growing up fast, too fast, asking questions she didn't want to answer, wanting things he couldn't have -- like his father.
She was losing her child, her baby, and she couldn't bear the thought.
"Runner on first," Jenny said.
Danny looked up. "Huh?"
"Runner on first. Two outs. Two strikes, one ball. What's the pitch?"
A reluctant smile spread across Danny's face. "The heater."
"No curve?"
He shook his head. "Blow some smoke, Mom."
Jenny drew back her arm, Danny's sack lunch clutched in her hand. "The runner steals. The pitcher turns. She throws." Jenny hurled the bag across the room.
Danny caught it and dropped to the floor, tagging an imaginary runner. "You're out."
"Nice play."
"Nice throw  --  for a girl."
Jenny walked over and pushed the cowlick down at the corner of Danny's head.
He brushed her hand away. "Aw, Mom."
"Hug me good-bye?" she asked hopefully.
Danny rolled his eyes, but did allow her one quick squeeze. It wasn't enough. She was lucky to get that much.
Danny paused at the front door. "Can we go to the mall this weekend? I want to buy a gift for your birthday."
Jenny looked at her son for a long moment, not sure if she should be touched by his thoughtfulness or impressed by his ability to manipulate her. The quirk at the corner of his mouth gave him away. "Nice try, kiddo. Is Sportsworld having a sale?"
"Come to think of it ..."
"We'll see."
"That means no."
"That means, we'll see. Maybe Alan can go with us."
Danny made a face at the mention of Jenny's boyfriend. "Forget it."
"Come on, Danny, give Alan a chance. He's trying."
"Yeah, right." Danny hiked up his too-big blue jeans under his too-big sweatshirt and placed his San Francisco Giants baseball cap on backward.
Jenny sent him an affectionate look. Even though his clothes were atrocious, his attitude worse, he was still her kid, and underneath all that adolescent armor beat a tender and loving heart. She just had to remember that.
"You do understand about your father, don't you?" she asked.
Danny looked her in the eye. "No, I don't understand. I have a right to know my father. Kids are supposed to have two parents."
"I wish it could have been different."
"Don't you want to know what happened to him, Mom? Don't you care about him at all?" Danny didn't wait for an answer. He ran down the steps, across the grass, and disappeared from view.
 
* * *
 
Jenny walked out to the sidewalk to pick up her morning paper. The street was quiet and peaceful, just a block from the Pacific Ocean. It was a working-class neighborhood with small one-story homes, neatly kept yards, and plenty of bikes, skateboards, and soccer balls to keep the kids happy. There wasn't a lot of money in this part of town, but there was a lot of pride and a lot of love.
As she turned to go back to the house, Jenny saw her elderly neighbor Grace Patterson digging in her garden.
Grace was wearing a wide-brim straw hat to protect her aging skin from the sun and a pair of strong, dirty gloves over her thin hands. Despite her advanced age, somewhere in her seventies, Grace still worked in her garden, baked cookies for the neighborhood kids, and kept an eye out for Jenny and Danny. She was one of the reasons Jenny liked living in Half Moon Bay, a small coastal community just south of San Francisco. People cared about each other here. They weren't just neighbors but friends.
"Morning, Grace," Jenny called.
Grace looked up and waved. "Good morning. How are you today?"
"Late."
"Same as always." She tipped her head toward the street. "Danny ran by in an awful hurry. Everything okay?"
"He's almost a teenager."
"Don't say another word." Grace laughed as she got to her feet and walked over to the chain-link fence that separated their two yards. "Anything I can do to help?"
"Not this time, but thanks for the offer."
"Just remember that all children do grow up."
"I'll hang on to that thought. Have a good day."
"You, too."
Jenny returned to her house and got ready for work, hoping that Grace was right, that the problem of Danny's father, Luke Sheridan, would simply disappear, given enough time.
Tonight she would come home early from work and surprise Danny. They'd go for pizza, a movie. He'd forget all about his father -- and so would she.
 
* * *
 
It was past five that night when Jenny returned home. She called Danny's name as she set her purse down on the kitchen counter. There was no reply. When she turned, she saw the note.
The paper was clamped to the refrigerator door with an orange pumpkin magnet left over from Halloween. It was next to the two-dollar-off coupon for pepperoni pizza and the PTA newsletter. The word scrawled across the front in red crayon read simply, "Mom."
There was nothing threatening about the piece of paper, but as soon as Jenny saw it, she knew something was wrong.
If there was such a thing as mother's intuition, she had it now. Every nerve ending in her body tingled. Goose bumps ran down her bare arms, producing a shiver that racked her thin body. In the distance she could hear the sound of sirens growing closer, louder, reinforcing her sense of disaster.
Danny never went out after school, not without asking first. Forcing her feet to move, Jenny walked over to the refrigerator and peeled off the note. Slowly, she unfolded the paper.
 
Mom,
I've gone to find Dad. 
I know he didn't want me when I was born, but
maybe now he will. I'm a pretty good ballplayer.
Don't be mad. Christopher's sister is giving us a
ride. I'll take the bus back.
Danny
 
His father? Going to see his father? How could that be? Danny didn't know where Luke lived. Unless -- 
Jenny dashed out of the kitchen and down the hall to her bedroom. She threw open the closet door and stood on tiptoe so she could reach the shoebox in the back. Her hands touched nothing but air. The shelf was empty.
In desperation, she ran to Danny's room. On the middle of his unmade bed, next to a pile of baseball cards and a half-eaten chocolate donut was her box of memories.
It had been stupid to keep any reminder of Luke, but she had found it impossible to throw away the past. She had pictures from their days at the beach, love letters, and her diary, the pages on which she had poured out the joy of her love, the panic of her pregnancy, and the sorrow of her breakup.
Danny had found it all, including the newspaper clipping she had cut out last month, announcing Luke's return to the Bay Area. It wouldn't take Danny long to get the exact address. Her child was as smart as he was determined.
Damn! She should have known this was coming. During the past month, Danny had asked endless questions about his father, begging her to call Luke. She had refused, hoping Danny's interest would wane, until he was more mature, less vulnerable --  until she could handle meeting Luke again.
Danny had taken the decision out of her hands.
Jenny sank down on Danny's bed and hugged his pillow tight to her chest. It smelled like her son, like Oreo cookies, sweaty socks, and old baseballs. No matter how grown-up Danny thought he was, he was just a child.
What if Luke rejected Danny? Would Danny cry, or pretend to be a big kid who didn't care?
Jenny stared at the ceiling and listened to the quiet.
It was an eerie, spooky silence. Danny wouldn't like it. He hated being alone in the house, and he was often alone, because he'd been a latch-key kid the past two years.
Guilt, anger, and fear raced through Jenny, each emotion twisting her stomach into a tight knot. Danny was the most important thing in her life. She couldn't lose him -- not even to his father. He was hers, and hers alone. She just had to find Danny and convince him that he didn't need anyone but her, certainly not Luke Sheridan.
 
* * *
 
"The Bay Area welcomes home Dr. Luke Sheridan, most recently the head of Research and Development for McAuley Perkins. Sheridan will take over the reins of Sheri-Tech, the biotech company founded by his father, Dr. Charles Sheridan. Sheri-Tech is expected to introduce a new drug this year that will rebuild damaged skin tissue in burn patients."
Malcolm Davis tossed the newspaper down on the desk with a flourish. His round face beamed with excitement at his success in placing such a delicious tidbit in the San Francisco Review.
"Nice job, Malcolm." Luke raised his bottle of Perrier in a silent toast.
"What can I say? The press loves your long list of degrees and your success at McAuley. The tie-in with your brilliant father makes this story impossible to resist."
Luke leaned back in the oversized, leather chair behind the desk. The chair had been his father's, like everything else in Luke's office and home. It was too big, too stiff, too unforgiving in texture. He made a silent vow to get rid of it come Monday.
Luke changed positions as he looked at Malcolm. "How long have you worked for my father?" he asked.
"Almost eight years. Why?"
"Do you think you're going to like working for me?"
Malcolm sent him a funny look. "I certainly hope so."
"I'm not my father."
"I never thought you were."
"Really? You're probably the only one."
Malcolm gathered his papers together, and Luke swiveled his chair around so he could look out the window. The Sheri-Tech building complex sat on the edge of the San Francisco Bay at Oyster Point, a few minutes south of San Francisco. From his vantage point he could see the Bay Bridge in the distance and the lights coming on in Oakland across the bay, reminding him that it was time to go home and celebrate his wedding anniversary.
Still, he hesitated. In the past few years, he'd begun to feel more comfortable at work than at home. It was easier to focus on concrete business problems than deal with the inescapable feeling of restlessness that pervaded his family life.
Happiness was found in the black figures on the profit and loss statement, not in his wife's arms, not in the huge house that his parents had passed on to him. Something was missing. Something important, vital. Damned if he knew what it was. Everything he had planned for was now his. He should be ecstatic. Instead, he felt -- lonely.
Malcolm walked around in front of him and leaned against the wall. He was a short, balding man, filled with energy. Even now he tapped his fingers against the wall in a restless beat as he studied Luke through sharp, perceptive eyes.
"Okay, what's wrong?" Malcolm asked.
"Nothing." Luke shrugged.
"Try again."
"All my life I've been cursed with the desire to want more than I have. I want to be content."
"Content? That sounds like old socks and game shows on television. You're living the good life, Luke. You're running the game. The world is at your feet."
"Right." Luke pulled at the tie around his neck.
"I'm bringing Stan Polleck from Genesys to your party tonight. He's very interested in selling his company to us. I hope Denise doesn't mind mixing business with pleasure."
"Not at all. She's more ambitious than I am. In fact, Denise would like to see Sheri-Tech acquire Genesys. It would certainly make us a major player in the area of gene research. Of course, she'd also like the company to go public." Luke smiled cynically. "She thinks a public offering would enhance our bank account."
"It would certainly do that. But you'd lose some control."
"Exactly."
The phone on the credenza buzzed. Malcolm picked it up. He held out the receiver to Luke. "Scott Danielson."
Luke took the phone. "Scott. How are you?"
"Fine. I got worried when Denise missed her appointment today. I hope she's not feeling any side effects."
The muscles in Luke's body tightened as he tried to decipher the words he was hearing from Denise's gynecologist. "I didn't know Denise had an appointment with you today."
"Follow-up appointment for tubal ligation is standard procedure, old buddy, or have you been out of the practice of medicine so long you've forgotten?"
Tubal ligation? Follow-up? Denise had had a tubal ligation? That was impossible. When?
At the back of his mind, Luke remembered Denise's unexpected trip to her mother's house a month earlier. She'd been gone four days.
No. Denise would have told him. They would have discussed it. He would have said absolutely not. He wanted children, of course he did. In fact, just the other day he had decided it was time to add a baby to their lives.
"Luke, are you there?"
"Yes. I'll tell Denise to phone your office."
"As long as she's okay."
"She's fine." Luke hung up the phone.
Malcolm sent him a concerned look. "Everything all right?"
"I have to go home."
"An hour early? Did someone die?" 
"Not yet." Luke picked up his briefcase and walked out the door.
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PROLOGUE
 
San Francisco-1952
 
The fire started easily, a small spark, a whisper of breath, and the tiny flame leaped and crackled. It slid quickly down the length of rope, growing in size and beauty with each inch it consumed. It wasn't too late to stop it, to have second thoughts. A fire extinguisher was nearby. It would take just a second to grab it and douse the small flames. But the fire was so beautiful, mesmerizing -- gold, red, orange, black -- the colors of the dragons that had promised so much: prosperity, love, good health, a second chance, a new start.
The fire began to pop, the small sounds lost in the constant boom of firecrackers going off in the streets of San Francisco in celebration of the Chinese New Year. No one would notice another noise, another spark of light, until it was too late. In the confusion of the smoke and the crowds, the dragons and the box they guarded would disappear. No one would ever know what had really happened.
The flame reached the end of the gasoline-soaked rope and suddenly burst forth in a flash of intense, deadly heat. More explosions followed as the fire caught the cardboard boxes holding precious inventory and jumped toward the basement ceiling. A questioning cry came from somewhere, followed by the sound of footsteps running down the halls of the building that had once been their sanctuary, their dream for the future, where the treasures of the past were turned into cold, hard cash.
The cost of betrayal would be high. They would be brothers no more. But then, their ties had never been of blood, only of friendship—a friendship that some would think had died this night of fire, but in truth had died much earlier.
There was only one thing left to do, grab the dragons and their box of secrets. The back door offered an escape route. The wall of fire would prevent anyone from seeing the truth. No one would ever know who was responsible.
The crate where the dragons were stored beckoned like the welcoming wave of an old friend. It took but a moment to pry off the lid. Eye-watering smoke and intense heat made it difficult to see what was inside, but it was impossible not to realize that something was missing.
Only one dragon was inside! The other dragon was gone, as was the box. How could it be? Where were they? The three pieces were never to be separated. They all knew the importance of keeping them together.
There was no time to search further. A door on the opposite side of the basement was flung open. A man holding a red fire extinguisher shot a small, helpless stream of chemicals at what was now a raging inferno.
The fire could not be stopped, nor the future. It was done. For better or worse, the dragons would never dance together again.

Chapter One
 
San Francisco—Today
 
"They say that dragons bring good luck to their owners," Nan Delaney said.
Riley McAllister studied the dark bronze statue in his grandmother's hands. Ten inches tall, it appeared to be a dragon, although the figure looked more like a monster with its serpent body and dirty scales. Its brilliant green eyes blazed like real stones, but those eyes couldn't possibly be jade. Nor could the golden stripe that ran around its neck really be gold. As for luck, Riley had never believed in it before, and he didn't intend to start now. "If that dragon were lucky, we'd be at the front of this line," he grumbled.
He cast a frustrated look at the people around them, at least a hundred he estimated. When he'd agreed to help his grandmother clear out her attic, he'd never imagined he'd be standing in the parking lot at the Cow Palace Arena in San Francisco early Monday morning with a bunch of people who wanted to have their trash appraised by a traveling antiques show.
"Patience, Riley." Nan's voice still held a touch of her native Irish brogue even though she'd lived in California for sixty years.
He frowned at his grandmother's perky smile, wondering where she got her energy. She was seventy-three years old, for God's sake. But then, she'd always been a pint-sized dynamo. Pretty, too, with her stark white hair that had been the same shade for as long as he could remember, and her pale blue eyes that always seemed to see straight into his soul.
"Good things come to those who wait," she reminded him.
Not in his experience. Good things came to those who sweated blood, pulled out all the stops, sacrificed everything, and never let sentiment cloud reason. "Why don't you let me sell this stuff on the Internet?" he suggested for the twentieth time.
"And let someone take advantage of me? I don't think so."
"What makes you think these people won't take advantage of you?"
"Because Antiques on the Road is on television," she said with simple logic. "They can't lie in front of millions of people. Besides, this will be fun, a new experience. And you're a peach to come with me. The perfect grandson."
"Yeah, I'm a peach, and you can stop the buttering up, because I'm already here."
His grandmother smiled and set the dragon gently on top of the other treasures in the red Radio Flyer wagon she'd also found in the attic. She was convinced that somewhere in her pile of pottery, dolls, baseball cards and old books was a rare find. He thought she'd be lucky to get five dollars for everything in the wagon.
A loud clattering noise drew his head around. "What the hell is that?" he asked in amazement as a tall man dressed in full armor lumbered toward the front of the line.
"He looks like a knight in shining armor."
"More like the tin man in need of a brain."
"He probably thinks he has a better chance of getting on the show if he wears the armor. I wonder if we have anything interesting we could wear." She squatted next to the wagon and began digging through the pile.
"Forget about it. I'm not wearing anything but what I have on." Riley pulled up the zipper on his black leather jacket, feeling like the only sane person in the middle of a freak show.
"What about this?" she asked, handing him a baseball cap.
"Why did you bring that? It's not an antique."
"It was signed by Willie Mays. It says so right there."
Riley checked out the signature scrawled across the bill of the cap. He hadn't seen the cap in a very long time, but he distinctly remembered writing on it. "Uh, Grandma, I hate to tell you this, but I'm Willie Mays. I was planning to sell that hat to Jimmy O'Hurley, but somebody tipped him off."
She frowned. "You were a very bad boy, Riley."
"I tried."
The busty redhead standing in front of them turned her head at his comment, giving him a long, sexy look. "I like bad boys," she said with a purr that matched her cat's eyes.
The old man standing next to her tapped his cane impatiently on the ground. "What did you say, Lucy?" he asked, adjusting his hearing aid.
The redhead cast Riley a wistful look, then turned back to the stooped, old buzzard who had probably put the two-carat ring on her third finger. "I said, I love you, honey."
"That's just sick," Nan whispered to Riley. "She's young enough to be his granddaughter. It goes to show that men can always get younger women."
"If they have enough money," Riley agreed. 
"I hate that you're so cynical."
"Realistic, Grandma. And I don't think you'd be happy if I was walking around San Francisco in armor, pretending to be a knight. So be glad I have a job. The line is moving," he added with relief, as the crowd began to shift toward the front doors of the arena.
The Cow Palace, once known for its livestock shows, had been divided into several sections, the first an initial screening area where experts scoured the items brought in. When it was their turn, the first screener riffled quickly through Nan's stash, pausing when she came to the statue. She told them to continue to the next screening area with the dragon only. The second screener had the same reaction and called over another appraiser to confer.
"I think we might get on the show," his grandmother whispered. "Now I wish I'd had my hair done." Nan patted her head self-consciously. "How do I look?"
"Perfect."
"And you're lying, but I love you for it." Nan stiffened as the two experts broke apart. "Here they come."
"This is a very interesting piece," one of the men said. "We'd like to put it on the show."
"You mean it's worth something?" Nan asked.
"Definitely," the man replied with a gleam in his eyes. "Our Asian art expert will be able to tell you much more, but we feel this piece may date back to an ancient dynasty."
"A dynasty?" Nan murmured in wonder. "Imagine that. Riley, did you hear him? Our dragon came from a dynasty."
"Yeah, I heard him, but I don't believe it. Where did you get that statue, anyway?"
"I have no idea. Your grandpa must have picked it up somewhere," she said as they made their way across the arena. "This is exciting. I'm so glad you came with me."
"Just don't get your heart broken," he cautioned in the face of her growing enthusiasm. "It could still be worth nothing."
"Or maybe it's worth a million dollars. Maybe they'll want to put it in a museum."
"Well, it is ugly enough for a museum."
"We're ready for you, Mrs. Delaney," a smiling young woman said as she ushered them onto the set, which was cluttered with lights and cameras.
An older man of Asian descent greeted them. After inspecting the dragon, he told them the statue had probably been crafted during the Zhou dynasty. "A rare find," he added, launching into a detailed explanation of the materials used, including the jade that made up the eyes, and the twenty-four karat gold strip that encircled the dragon's neck.
Riley wondered if he could possibly be hearing the man correctly. It appeared that this very odd-looking dragon had some important place in Chinese history and quite possibly had belonged in the private collection of an emperor. The expert estimated that the dragon might be worth thousands of dollars, maybe hundreds of thousands.
When their segment ended and they were escorted off the set, they were immediately swamped by appraisers and other experts, who handed them business cards and shook their hands. Riley kept a tight grip on the dragon as well as his grandmother's arm. The dragon was like a prime steak tossed into a pack of hungry wolves. He'd never seen such covetous looks, such outright greed and hunger.
His grandmother wanted to stop and chat, but he forcibly propelled her through the crowd, not relaxing until they were in his car with the doors locked. He let out a breath. "That was insane. Those people are crazy."
"Just excited, I think," Nan said, looking at the statue in his hands. "Can you believe this thing is thousands of years old?"
For a brief second he almost could. There seemed to be an intense heat radiating from the dragon, burning his hands. Oh, hell, it was probably just his imagination. Whether it was a year old or several thousand years old, it was still just a piece of bronze, nothing to get worked up over. He set the statue on the console between them, more relieved than he cared to admit to have it out of his hands.
"And it was in our attic," Nan continued, a dreamy note in her voice. "Imagine that. It's like a fairy tale." 
"Or a nightmare."
Nan ignored him as she flipped through the pile of business cards she'd received. "Oh, my goodness. The House of Hathaway. Look." She held up the simple, engraved card naming San Francisco's most famous and elegant store. "They want me to call as soon as possible. I have a very good feeling about this."
"Do you? Because I have a very bad feeling."
"You worry too much. Don't think about the problems -- think about the possibilities. This could be the beginning of something amazing."
 
* * *
 
"Is it possible that this dragon was actually crafted during the Zhou dynasty?" Paige Hathaway asked her father, David, as she froze the frame on the videotape one of their scouts had sent over from Antiques on the Road. If anyone could date the piece, it was her father, the head buyer for the House of Hathaway and their resident expert on Chinese art.
"It's possible," he said, a note of excitement in his voice and a glitter of anticipation in his eyes as he moved closer to the screen. "I wish I could see it better. That man keeps getting in my way. They really should make the object clearly visible to the camera."
The man her father was referring to was a tall, ruggedly built guy in a black leather jacket, who had started out looking uncomfortable in front of the camera and now appeared completely amazed and very, very skeptical. He was a striking contrast to the sweet, sparkling old lady he called Grandma, who seemed more than a little thrilled at the thought of her good fortune. And it might be incredibly good fortune if her father was right about the age of the object.
"Why hasn't she called us?" her father asked in irritation. "Are you sure you told her it was imperative we speak with her today?"
"On both messages that I left," Paige reassured him. "I'm sure she'll call back." Although, as Paige checked her watch, she realized it was almost six o'clock. "Maybe not until tomorrow."
"This can't wait until tomorrow. I must have that dragon."
David paced restlessly around Paige's fifth-floor office. The room was decorated with simple, beautiful Chinese furnishings that were meant to relax and inspire. The calming atmosphere was obviously having no such effect on her father.
"Do you realize what a find this could be?" he continued. "The Zhou dynasty is estimated to have begun around the year 1050 B.C. This could be a very early bronze. That dragon must have an incredible story to tell."
"I can't wait to hear you tell it," she murmured. She liked her father the most at moments like these, when there was passion in his eyes, in his voice, in his heart.
"I can't tell the story until I see that dragon, until I hold it in my hand, measure its weight, listen to its voice, feel its magic." David walked over to the window that overlooked Union Square. Paige doubted he was looking at the city lights. He was caught up in the pursuit of a new acquisition. When that happened, nothing else mattered to him. He was completely focused on his goal.
And, for the first time, he'd included her. Usually, acquisitions went through preliminary calls made by his assistant buyers, depending on the type of piece and area of expertise. If they deemed the object of interest, they would call in her father. But this time, he'd come straight to her, asking her to call Mrs. Delaney. She couldn't help wondering why, but she wasn't inclined to ask. If he wanted her involved, then she'd be involved.
She smiled as he ran a restless hand through his wavy brown hair, messing it up. It drove her mother, Victoria, crazy that her husband often looked as creased as the dollar bills he stuffed into his pockets, instead of in the expensive wallet she'd given him for his fifty-fifth birthday several months earlier. But that was David Hathaway, a little bit rumpled, often impulsive, and always interesting. Sometimes Paige wished she was more like him. But, despite having inherited her father's dark brown eyes, she was more her mother's daughter. Maybe if he'd spent more time at home, if he'd taught her the things he knew instead of leaving her education up to her mother, if he'd loved her as much as he'd loved China ...  
No, she wouldn't go there. She wouldn't be jealous of an entire country. That was ridiculous, and Hathaways were never ridiculous or anything else that was less than perfect.
Her grandfather and her mother had instructed her every day of her life to sit up straight, be responsible, never show emotion, never lose control. The lessons of a lifetime still ran through her head like an irritating song, one she couldn't ignore. Her impeccably neat office reflected those lessons, replicating the atmosphere in which she had grown up, one of sophistication, money, culture, and coldness. Even now, she felt a chill run down her arms that had nothing to do with the cool February weather and everything to do with her family.
Maybe if her sister, Elizabeth, had lived, things would have been different. She wouldn't have had to bear the burden of expectations, especially those of her mother and her grandfather, who looked to her as the only Hathaway heir upon whom all responsibilities would one day fall. Paige felt guilty at the thought, because there were a million reasons why her older sister should be alive and none of them had anything to do with making Paige's life easier.
"She found it in her attic," David said abruptly, turning back to her. "That's what the old woman said, right?"
"Yes, that's what she said on the show." Paige forced herself to focus on the present.
"You need to call her again, Paige, right now." 
The strange gleam in his eyes increased her uneasiness. "Why is this so important, Dad?"
"That's a good question." The voice came from the doorway.
Paige turned to see her mother, Victoria, enter the room. A tall, rail-thin blonde, Victoria was a picture of sophistication, the ultimate feminine executive. There was intelligence in her sharp blue eyes, impatience in her voice, and a hint of ruthlessness in her face. Dressed in a black power suit; Victoria was too intimidating to be truly beautiful, but no one who met her ever forgot her.
"I asked you a question, David," Victoria repeated. "Why are you stirring up the staff, asking Martin and Paige and God knows who else to find this Delaney woman? Is the dragon worth that much?"
"It could be priceless."
She uttered a short, cynical laugh. "Everything has a price, darling."
"Not everything."
"Have you seen something like this dragon before in one of your books? Or perhaps you've heard a story, a fairy tale? We know how much you love fairy tales, especially ones coming from China. You know everything there is to know about that country and its people." Victoria spit out the word people as if it had left a bad taste in her mouth. "Don't you?"
"Why do you care, Vicky?" he asked, deliberately using the nickname she hated. "It's not as if actual art holds any interest for you."
"Its value certainly does."
Paige sighed as her parents exchanged a glance of mutual dislike. Her father was right, though. Her mother rarely even looked at the inventory in the store. She was the financial wizard, the company spokesperson. David was the passionate art expert, the one for whom each piece told a special story. And Paige, well, no one had figured out her place at Hathaway's yet, least of all herself.
"Oh, I almost forgot." David reached into his pocket and pulled out a velvet pouch. "I bought this for Elizabeth's birthday, to add to her collection."
Paige watched as he slipped out a small, exquisitely carved jade dragon that had probably been designed to fit on the top of a sword. "It's perfect. It will go nicely with the others," she said as her mother turned away.  Victoria had never been comfortable talking about Elizabeth or acknowledging the tokens that David continued to buy each year in honor of his oldest daughter's love of dragons. "Do you want to leave that with me now?" she asked.
Her father returned the dragon to its pouch. "No, I'll keep it until we go to the cemetery next week."
"Really, David, these ridiculous birthday parties of yours. They're so distasteful," Victoria said with a frustrated shake of her head. "It's been twenty-two years. Don't you think --"
"No, I don't think," David said, cutting her off. "If you don't want to go to the cemetery, then Paige and I will go on our own. Right, Paige?"
Paige looked from one to the other, feeling very much like a wishbone. But she couldn't say no to her father. Elizabeth's annual birthday party was one of the few occasions they always spent together. "Of course."
The phone on her desk rang. Paige pushed the button for the intercom, grateful for the distraction.
"Mrs. Delaney is on line one," her secretary said.
"Thanks, Monica." She put the phone on speaker. "Hello, Mrs. Delaney. I'm glad you called. We'd love to talk to you about your dragon."
"I'm so excited," Nan said. "It's been such an incredible day. I can't tell you."
Paige smiled at the enthusiasm in the older woman's voice. "I'm sure it has been. We're hoping we might persuade you to bring the dragon down to the store tomorrow so we can take a look at it. Maybe first thing in the morning?"
"The morning is out, I'm afraid. Riley can't drive me until tomorrow afternoon."
"That will be fine. In fact, we have a wonderful tea. I don't know if you've heard of it, but --"
"Oh, yes, yes, I have heard of it," Nan said. "I've heard it's fantastic."
"Good, because we'd like to treat you and a friend or a family member to tea and a private appraisal. What do you say?"
"That sounds terrific," Nan replied.
"Good, why don't we --"
"Just a second," Nan said. There was a rustling, then a male voice came over the speaker.
"Miss Hathaway, I'm Riley McAllister, Mrs. Delaney's grandson. We'll be entertaining offers from numerous dealers, you understand," he said in a brusque voice.
"Of course, but I hope you'll give us a chance to make you an offer after we verify the authenticity of your piece."
"Since your store has had people calling my grandmother all day long, I'm fairly certain we have the real thing. But we will not be making any decisions without doing considerable research into the company making the offer. The House of Hathaway isn't the only game in town. And I will not allow my grandmother to be taken advantage of."
Paige frowned, not caring for the implication. The House of Hathaway had an impeccable reputation, certainly not one of taking advantage of little old ladies.
"My grandmother will bring the dragon in tomorrow," Mr. McAllister continued. "She'll be coming with a friend and myself. We'll be there at three o'clock."
"That sounds --" The dial tone cut off her reply. "Well, that was rude," she said, pressing the button to disconnect the call.
"Why did you suggest the tea?" her father asked, irritated. "That's not until the afternoon."
"She said she couldn't do it in the morning."
"I just hope that doesn't mean she's taking the dragon somewhere else. I want that dragon, whatever it costs," he said.
"Don't be absurd, David," Victoria replied. "We don't have an unlimited budget. Need I remind you of that?"
"Need I remind you that I make the buying decisions?" David looked Victoria straight in the eye. "Don't get in my way, Vicky, not on this." And with that, he turned on his heel and exited the room, leaving Paige alone with her mother.
"Always so dramatic," Victoria murmured.
"Why do you think this dragon is so important to Dad?" Paige asked.
"I have no idea. What's important to your father has been a mystery to me for some time." She paused. "Keep me informed about the dragon, won't you?"
"Why?"
"Because I run the company."
"I've never known you to care about an old statue."
"I care about everything that concerns this store, especially things that make your father believe he has a blank check."
Paige frowned as her mother left the office, shutting the door behind her. It had been a long time since both her parents had been interested in the same thing. That couldn't possibly be good.
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Chapter One
 
Wind chimes blew in the warm breeze, a robin sang out for its mate to finish the nest before the babies came, and Nick's guitar played a soothing melody of sleep and love. The porch swing creaked as Lisa stroked her baby's head, letting the fine strands of black silk curl around her fingers. She pressed the baby closer to her heart. She'd never felt so happy, so complete. Then Nick hit a false chord, a shrieking note that clashed with the springtime harmony. The robins squawked and fluttered and flew away, leaving their nest dark and empty ...
Lisa Alvarez jolted awake, her heart racing, her breathing ragged. "It was a dream," she told herself. "Just a dream." The pounding on her office door brought her back to reality.
"Elisabeth?" her secretary called.
"Come in," Lisa said somewhat weakly, still disoriented by the vivid dream.
Her secretary, Marian Griggs, walked into the office with a brightly wrapped box in her hand. "I know you told me not to disturb you, but this just came for you. I thought it might be a wedding present, and well, you know how I am about presents," Marian set the box down on the desk in front of Lisa and sent her a curious look. "Are you all right?"
She pushed a sweaty strand of hair behind her ear. "I'm fine. I just put my head down for a minute. I was so tired after working all night, I guess I fell asleep."
"Open the gift," Marian encouraged.
Her hand shook slightly as she slipped the ribbon off the box and removed the lid. She carefully pulled away the white tissue paper to reveal a charm bracelet that held only one small charm, a pair of gold baby shoes. "Oh, no," she whispered as she touched the shoes with her fingertip. "Oh, no." The metal burned her fingers, and she slammed the lid down on the box and took a deep breath.
"What's wrong?" Marian asked with concern.
"Please, go. Just go."
Marian looked like she wanted to argue, but then she nodded. "Okay. I'm going." She walked out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.
Lisa took several calming breaths. Why was it all coming back now, when she finally had her life together? After a long moment of indecision, she opened the box once again. This time, she reached for the small envelope lying beneath the bracelet. She slipped it out and opened it.
"Eight years, Lisa. You can push the rest of us away. You can marry this safe, older man, but I will not let you forget her -- Robin Nicole Maddux. This bracelet was blessed. If you hold on to it, you will feel the magic. Believe in it now and come home, before it's too late."
Eight years, and her mother, Silvia Alvarez, still hoped for a miracle. When would Silvia learn that there was no magic in the world -- only foolish dreams?
She looked at the bracelet once again. It had been blessed by her great-aunt Carmela, who drank tequila for "medicinal purposes" and fashioned jewelry out of gold nuggets she believed were from an ancient Aztec city. Her mother might believe Carmela was a descendant from the mystical Aztecs and therefore had special powers, but as far as Lisa was concerned, Carmela was nothing more than an old con artist. That's why Lisa had left the bracelet behind all those years ago -- as she had left everything else behind.
Setting the box on the edge of the desk, she walked over to the window, resting her palms on the windowsill. Below, the streets of downtown Los Angeles bustled with activity, but here in her third-floor office, she was protected from the heat and the smog, the mix of languages, the car horns, the curses, the smells of burritos and quesadillas being sold in tiny taquerias tucked in between the glass and chrome skyscrapers.
She had left Solana Beach, a suburb of San Diego, to come to the sprawling city of Los Angeles, to lose herself in the crowds. It was easy to do that here. Her Mexican/Irish heritage raised few eyebrows in this city of immigrants. She heard three or four languages every time she stepped on the elevator. No one questioned why her hair was so black, her eyes so blue. No one asked, because no one cared. That was the trade-off.
For almost eight years she'd lived in LA., working her way up from a receptionist in a public relations firm to a senior account executive at one of the most prestigious advertising agencies in Los Angeles. She had changed jobs every few years and apartments almost as frequently, never letting herself get too close or too settled -- until now.
In less than a month, she would marry her boss, fifty-two-year-old Raymond Curtis, a man twenty-one years her senior. The age gap didn't bother her. Raymond was the first man she'd felt comfortable with in a long time. She couldn't keep running for the rest of her life. It was time to settle down.
Her mother thought she had chosen Raymond because she wanted a father figure, but Lisa had stopped looking for a father years before. Patrick O'Donegan had taken off two days after Lisa's birth, knowing his family couldn't accept a child who wasn't pure Irish.
In truth, she didn't feel Irish or Mexican. She felt alone. Her mother said she'd been born with a chip on her shoulder. Maybe so. After all, her father had taken one look at her and run screaming for the hills. Was it any wonder she always anticipated rejection?
As she turned, her gaze was caught by the sudden fluttering of a bird outside the window. The bird had a bright orange chest and a gray coat -- a robin. She swallowed hard as the bird settled on top of the streetlight just a few feet from her office window. She couldn't imagine how the bird had come to be here, amidst the concrete, the buildings and the smog. She closed her eyes against a wave of memories. But in her mind she could see another robin, a tall tree, a budding nest and Nick holding their baby ... no, she wouldn't remember. She couldn't.
A knock came at her door, and Lisa opened her eyes. The robin had disappeared. Perhaps she had simply imagined its appearance. With a sense of relief, she turned away from the window as her fiance entered the office.
"I'm back," Raymond Curtis said, offering her a broad smile.
Raymond was an attractive man with thin brown hair, graying sideburns, and a narrow face. Of average height, he had a lean, wiry look that came from hours of exercising. A noted clotheshorse, he had a closet full of suits and ties for every occasion. Today, he wore his trademark charcoal gray Armani suit, which he fondly referred to as his "pitch" suit. Judging by the smile on his face, his latest pitch had gone well.
"How did it go?" Lisa asked.
"Exceptionally well." He kissed her on the cheek, then set a box of cereal down on her desk. "I hope you tike graham cracker cereal with marshmallows."
"Can't say I've tried it."
"It's new, and the Nature Brand people want to launch the cereal with print, broadcast and internet ads. This is going to be great, Elisabeth." His eyes lit up at the prospect of landing a big new client. "I need an initial proposal, campaign strategy complete with various slogans and artwork four weeks from today. We're competing with one other firm, and we're talking million-dollar account,"
She stared at him in amazement as he rattled off a hectic schedule of meetings and appointments with the Nature Brand people. "Raymond, have you forgotten? We're getting married in four weeks."
"I know." The light in his eyes dimmed slightly. "The timing isn't the best."
"That's an understatement."
"This account is too good to pass up." He smiled persuasively. "The wedding details are pretty much set. All we have to do is send out the invitations."
Her eyes drifted over to the box of invitations sitting on her credenza. The engraved ivory cards still needed to be addressed, sealed and stamped. She tucked a strand of her hair behind one ear.
"I wouldn't say that's all we have to do, Raymond. I still have the final fitting of my gown, presents to buy for the bridesmaids you insisted we have, last-minute decisions about flowers, and -- "
"Let Mrs. Carstairs handle it."
"I'm still not comfortable with a wedding consultant planning my wedding."
Raymond laughed. "That's her job. Look, I know I'm asking a lot, but this account is just what we've been waiting for, especially since losing Bailey Brothers to Beverly Wickham earlier this year. This one will put us back on top."
"Is Beverly competing for Nature Brand, too?"
Raymond tugged at the knot in his tie. "Unfortunately, yes. There's one other thing -- the honeymoon."
She stared at him with dismay. "You're not planning on canceling the honeymoon?"
"No, of course not."
"Good, for a minute there ..."
"Just cut it short a day or two. If we get this account, Monty Friedman, Nature Brand's CEO, has asked that we meet the week after our presentation to work out a detailed game plan. I can put him off until Wednesday or Thursday, of course."
"Of course." Lisa echoed with a sigh.
"Once we have the campaign up and running, we'll take two weeks off and go wherever your heart desires. What do you say?"
What could she say? She couldn't deny Raymond the opportunity to land a big account. The agency was more than just a job to him. It was his life -- hers, too. "All right."
"I can always count on you. So, what have you been up to today?" Raymond glanced at her desk, immediately zeroing in on the package. "Hey, what's this? Did we get a wedding present already?" He reached for the box before she could stop him.
"No. It's not a wedding present. It's --"
"A bracelet." His gaze turned puzzled as he looked into her eyes. "Baby shoes?"
Lisa swallowed hard as she stared at the gold charm bracelet swinging from his fingers. In her mind, she saw another man's hand, heard another man's voice.
"I wonder what other charms she'll get over the years, a baseball bat, a mitt, a basketball,'' Nick said with a laugh, his curly brown hair still mussed from his daughter's restless fingers, his light green eyes twinkling with pleasure.
"She's a girl," Lisa replied.
"She can still be an athlete.
"Like her dad.'' Lisa felt Nick's strong arm slide around her waist.
"Or a writer, like you. In fact, she can he anything she wants to be. As long as she's happy.
"Oh, Nick, you make it easy to believe in the impossible."
"I don't believe in the impossible. I believe in you -- in us.''
Damn that bracelet. She didn't want to remember.
"Elisabeth, what's wrong?"
She took a deep breath. "Nothing is wrong. The bracelet is a gift from my mother. Something old for luck."
Raymond didn't look satisfied with her answer. "You did tell her we're not planning on having children, didn't you?" he asked, worry running through his usually placid brown eyes.
"Yes, but my mother doesn't hear anything she doesn't want to hear. My father was gone for ten years before she admitted he might not be coming back. The woman is the queen of denial."
"Elisabeth, I raised a son, and I don't want to do it again. Frankly, I was never good at being a father. Just ask Ray Junior, if you don't believe me. He's twenty-five now, and I still don't know what to say to him."
Twenty-five! His son was twenty-five, only six years younger than herself. When she'd been in the first grade, Raymond had been having a child. Lisa took another deep breath. The age difference didn't matter. They had the same goals now. That's what was important.
"I don't want children," she said. "I don't need to be -- a mother."
He looked deep into her eyes. "Are you sure?"
"Absolutely, positively sure." She refused to let any doubts creep into her voice.
He glanced down at the bracelet in his hand, fingering the tiny gold baby shoes. Finally, he set it back in the box and checked his watch. "What time are you meeting Mrs. Carstairs?''
"Five-thirty at the bridal salon," she replied with a sigh.
Raymond sent her a curious look. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing." She hesitated. "Don't you think it would be better to have a small, intimate wedding?"
"How small would you suggest?"
"You and me and two witnesses," she said hopefully,
"Don't be silly. I have family, friends, business associates. I want to show you off. Every time I see you I thank God no one snatched you up before now."
Lisa's heart stopped. She had to tell him. She'd been trying to for days, but the right moment had never arrived.
"Raymond -- "
She stopped as the intercom buzzed, feeling both relieved and annoyed by the interruption. She reached over and picked up the phone. "Yes?"
"Maggie Scott on line one, Elisabeth," the receptionist said.
 Maggie Scott -- another voice from her past. Why were they all coining back now -- when she finally had her life under control? "Tell her I'll be with her in a minute."
"Problems?" Raymond asked.
"It's an old friend of mine, Maggie Scott. We grew up together in Solana Beach. We used to be best friends."
"Used to be?"
"She got married, had kids. I moved away." Lisa waved her hand in the air. "We drifted apart."
"That happens."
Lisa nodded, knowing they hadn't just drifted apart. She'd turned her back on Maggie, the same way she'd turned her back on her mother and ...
"Stop by my office when you're done," Raymond said, turning toward the door, "We'll discuss our plans for the weekend. Monty Friedman has invited us to a party tomorrow afternoon. Everyone will be there. It will be a good opportunity for you to meet the key players."
"Okay," Lisa replied, her mind more on Maggie than the upcoming party. She was suddenly filled with a sense of foreboding. The past was catching up to the present, and she wasn't ready yet.
* * *
 
Maggie Scott pulled the phone cord around the corner of the desk in the upstairs hall, searching for a quiet place to talk. She could hear her thirteen-year-old daughter, Roxanne, practicing cheerleading routines in the living room with three other giggling, adolescent girls. Her eight-year-old son, Dylan, was playing video games on the television in the family room, yelling "Victory!" every time he knocked out a warrior. Her five-year-old daughter, Mary Bea, was having a tantrum in her bedroom. Even with the door closed, Maggie could hear Mary Bea crying, her sobs intermixed with defiant shouts of "I don't like you, and I wish I had another mommy!"
For a guilty moment she wished the same thing. Not that she didn't love her kids; they were just driving her stark raving mad. She had them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, without relief.
Of course, that's the way she'd wanted it. After her husband, Keith, had died last year, she had proudly told her loving family she could handle things on her own. She could be a single mother. She could manage her house and her children.
For ten months, she'd held it together. She'd smiled and laughed through her heartache. She'd learned how to fix the toilet, change an electrical fuse, and mow the lawn. She'd even bought a jockstrap for her son. Through it all, she'd pretended that Keith was coming home any minute, that he'd be proud of her accomplishments, and she'd finally have some help. But Keith wasn't coming home.
Her stomach churned at the reminder. Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt claustrophobic, scared, anxious. The attacks of panic had begun two weeks earlier when a card had arrived in the mail addressed to Keith. The letter was signed Serena Hollingsworth. Maggie had never heard Keith mention a woman by that name, but the letter had suggested a personal relationship.
Serena had asked why Keith hadn't contacted her as promised. She said she'd been traveling but had checked her messages faithfully, hoping to hear from him.
The first thought that came into Maggie's mind was that her husband had had an affair. Then it occurred to her that Keith had been dead for almost a year and this woman knew nothing about it. How close could they have been?
Maggie had thrown the card away, then dug it out of the wastebasket and stuck it in her "to do" pile, which never seemed to get done. She'd decided to simply notify the woman of Keith's death, only she hadn't gotten around to it. She hadn't wanted to confront the fact that Keith had had a friendship with a woman she knew nothing about. For the first time, she wondered what else she'd known nothing about. The memory of her loving husband, the foundation of her solid marriage, seemed suddenly unstable.
The thought once again sent adrenaline pulsing through her veins. In the past two weeks, she'd suffered several anxious moments when she felt her heart racing over something illogical, silly almost. She'd become afraid of so many things. She'd drive down the street and imagine how easily a car could swerve and hit her head-on. She'd get on an elevator and picture herself plunging to the basement in the express ride from hell.
Yesterday she had let Dylan take a bus trip to the zoo and had worried all day that the bus would get in an accident, that Dylan would get lost, or the zoo would suddenly become the target of a terrorist attack.
She was losing control. She felt as if her fingers were clinging to the edge of a cliff that was crumbling beneath her hand. The kids were suffering, too, and she couldn't help them. She yelled at them unnecessarily, making her fears their fears. By bedtime, all four of them were usually in tears. She wasn't being fair to them, and she had to do something soon before she destroyed what was left of her family.
"Mom, can we have a snack?" Roxy yelled up the stairs.
"I'm on the phone," she replied, walking around in circles, searching for a quiet place to sit. Her room was a mess, with a pile of laundry on the bed waiting to be sorted. The desk in the hall alcove was covered with bills she had yet to pay. Just looking at all those envelopes made her anxiety level rise yet again.
She jumped to one side of the hall as Dylan and their golden retriever, Sally, ran up the stairs.
"Sally found a dead bird in the backyard," Dylan said with excitement. The dog barked in delight. "Do you want to see it? It's in the kitchen."
"No. I'm on the phone." Maggie sighed as Mary Bea marched out of her room with her backpack in one hand and her cherished blanket in the other. Her face was streaked with tears, her blond curls a mass of tangles. "Where do you think you're going, young lady?"
"I'm running away unless you say you're sorry for yelling at me."
"I'm on the phone," Maggie replied for the third time. "And if anyone is going to run away from home, it will be me."
"Mom, we're starving." Roxy complained from the bottom of the stairs.
"I'm on the phone," Maggie yelled back. "Can't anyone see I'm on the phone? Do you think this receiver is an earring?"
Dylan and Mary Bea looked at her in bewilderment, then Mary Bea started to cry. "You're yelling again," she accused.
Maggie opened the door to the hall closet and walked inside, shutting herself in among the coats, the umbrellas and the tennis rackets that hadn't been used in years. She sat down on the upturned end of a suitcase she'd meant to store in the basement, but like so many things in her life, it had gone undone.
"Mom, why are you in the closet?" Dylan asked.
"Are you playing hide-and-seek?" Mary Bea asked hopefully. "Can I play, too?"
"She doesn't want to play with you," Dylan said.
"Yes, she does."
"No, she doesn't."
"Go away," she yelled. "I'm on the phone."
"Maggie?" Lisa's voice came over the receiver like an answer to a prayer.
"Lisa. Thank God, you're there." Maggie took a deep breath. Eight years ago what she needed to say would have come easily. Now there were barriers between them, years when they hadn't seen much of each other, layers of grief and disillusionment that weighed heavily on their friendship, but Maggie had nowhere else to turn. "I need you." She closed her eyes, waiting for Lisa's response.
Lisa stared blindly at her desktop, not seeing the work spread out before her, hearing only the anguish in Maggie's voice. I need you. Three short words that demanded so much, coming from a woman who had always asked for so little. They had been best friends forever. Maggie Maddux Scott with her golden hair, her big booming laugh and wide generous smile had befriended Lisa on her first day at a new middle school. She didn't care that Lisa was different, that she was too shy, too skinny, too nervous, too everything..
Maggie's friendship had come like the sun after a long winter's storm. She'd introduced Lisa to the joy of laughter, to the secrets of best friends. With two older brothers, Maggie was dying for a sister, and Lisa fit the bill. They'd been inseparable for years, until... Lisa's gaze drifted to the opened box on the desk, to the bracelet that gleamed against the tissue paper.
"Did you hear me?" Maggie asked.
Lisa started. "Yes, of course. What's wrong? Is one of the kids -- "
"No. It's me." Maggie's voice sounded edgy. "I'm losing it, Lisa. The walls are closing in on me. I can't breathe."
"Are you in the closet again?" she demanded.
"Yes, I'm in the closet. It's the only place where I won't be interrupted, where I can have two minutes to myself. It's not the closet that's making me crazy. It's everything else. I can't do this anymore. I can't fight with Roxy every morning about her clothes. I can't drive Dylan all over town so he can play these damn sports, and I can't take Mary Bea into Wal-Mart ever again, because my five-year-old stole two peanut butter cups and a giant-sized Hershey bar and I didn't even notice until I got home and found chocolate smeared across her chin."
"Slow down," she said. "I don't think Wal-Mart will toss you into jail over a couple of candy bars."
"I'm supposed to be okay, you know. It's been almost a year. I should be getting over this by now."
"Honey, he was your husband. And you've been in love with him forever. You married him right out of high school. You might never get over him."
"I know, but I'm so angry, Lisa. He had to die and leave me with all this. It was Keith's idea to buy this big, stupid house, you know. I never wanted this elephant of a mortgage, and it was his idea to have three kids; I would have stopped at two. It was his idea to go into the lab that night..." Her voice faltered. "If he hadn't gone to his office, he wouldn't have been there when the lab exploded," Maggie sobbed, as her emotions spilled out. "I told him to wait until the next morning ..."
Maggie's sobs tore at Lisa's heart. "Please don't cry."
"He wouldn't listen," Maggie said with a sniff. "He never listened to me."
Every word Maggie uttered reminded Lisa of her own guilt, her own anger. And it was so pointless. "Maggie, you have to stop torturing yourself."
"Why? I'm torturing everyone else."
"You're not."
"I am. I need you, Lisa. I'm desperate."
"Me? What about -- your brothers?" God, she was pathetic. She couldn't even say his name out loud.
"I can't reach Nick. He might be away for the weekend, Joe moved up to Monterey last year, remember? And his wife is expecting a baby any day now. My parents are finally taking their second honeymoon. I can't ask them to come home,"
"What do you want me to do?"
"Watch my kids for the weekend. I know I shouldn't ask. You're getting married in a month, and you must be busy, but I could use a friend right now." Her voice tightened. "And -- and you owe me, Lisa. There, I said it. I've felt it for a long time, and now I've said it. You didn't even come for Keith's funeral. I still can't believe you didn't come."
Her stomach turned over at the anger and bitterness in Maggie's voice. Maggie was right. Lisa had been a lousy friend. "I came down the week after," she protested.
"So you wouldn't have to see Nick and my parents and my kids. Your feelings came before mine."
"You're right. I was scared." Lisa twisted the phone cord between her fingers. She'd felt guilty for weeks. She still did. "I should have been there for you. If you don't want to be my friend, I won't blame you."
"You're not getting out of it that easily. I need you now, Lisa. You have to come. You just have to."
'"I'll be down as soon as I can, a couple of hours." Lisa mentally ran through the list of what she was supposed to accomplish that weekend. Raymond wouldn't be happy. Neither would Mrs. Carstairs, but Maggie was right. Lisa owed her this. Heck, she owed her a lot more than this.
"Really?" Maggie's voice filled with hope. "I know you hate it here, all the memories and Nick..."
"I can handle the memories; it's your children I'm concerned about. Are you sure you want to leave them with me?"
"I wouldn't trust anyone else," Maggie said softly.
Her gaze dropped to the charm bracelet once again. Someone else had trusted her, and she had let her down. "Are you sure?''
"It's the only thing I am sure about, Lisa?"
"What?"
"Hurry."
She hung up the phone, worried more than ever by the note of panic in Maggie's voice. Maggie had always been the cool one, sensible, reasonable, dependable -- nothing like her older brother, Nick. Her heart raced at the thought of him. But just because she was going back to San Diego didn't mean she had to see Nick. She'd managed to avoid him for almost eight years. Surely, she could make it through one more weekend.
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